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ABSTRACT 
 The relationship between age and crime, specifically the finding that crime peaks in late 
adolescence, has become an accepted fact of criminological research.  The consistency of this 
finding over time and across jurisdictions has led to the common conception that crime is a 
'young man's game'.  However, this common conception of the age-crime relationship is 
generally based on past cross-sectional and historical longitudinal data, and fails to consider 
current criminal populations and contemporary youth.  In order to reassess the relationship 
between age and crime, an analysis was undertaken examining the age characteristics of the 
criminal population and the associated involvements in criminal activity from the community of 
Courtenay/Comox, British Columbia, Canada over a one-year period.  This analysis focused on 
both age-distributions of current involvements in crime events and data from the offenders‟ 
criminal histories. The findings indicated that offenders aged 25 and over were responsible for a 
considerable proportion of the crime problem; a fact generally not accounted for in the traditional 
understanding of age and crime.  Furthermore, there appears to be the potential for a shift away 
from the youth concentrated peaks typical to age-crime distributions, refuting claims of an 
invariant causal relationship in favour of alternative explanations for the relationship.  Continued 
study of age and its role in crime is warranted, as there are several unresolved issues surrounding 
this enduring topic in criminology.
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 INTRODUCTION 
Contemporary wisdom on crime states that crime is generally a young man‟s game.  The 
relationship between age and crime has been so consistently reported that it has nearly become 
an accepted fact (Hansen, 2003).  It is generally expected that in a curve displaying the age-crime 
distribution almost any criminal population will exhibit a sharp rise from the early teen years, a 
peak in the early 20s, and a decline into the later years of life (Hirschi & Gottfredson, 1983).  
Recently, a similar age-distribution was reported for adult criminal court proceedings in Canada 
based on 2006/2007 data (Marth, 2008).  Uniformity in reporting the fact that young men 
(generally between the ages of 16 and 24) represent the peak age-group in age-crime 
distributions has become so entrenched in the current understanding of criminality that its 
generalizability is rarely questioned.  However, the regularity of this pattern has not ended the 
investigation and discussion surrounding the age-crime relationship.   
The consistent findings related to the age-crime curve promoted the exploration of crime 
as a “career”, since the curve was interpreted to indicate a relatively predictable start and finish 
to offending across the lifespan (Blokland, Nagin, & Nieuwbeerta, 2005; Blumstein, Farrington, 
& Moitra, 1985; Farrington et al., 2006; Nagin, Farrington, & Moffit, 1995; Nagin & Land, 
1993; Sampson & Laub, 2003).  The focus on “criminal careers” contributed to the continuing 
strength of the belief that crime was perpetrated overwhelming by young men.  As the age-crime 
curve became the accepted norm for lifetime offending, the key concern for those trying to affect 
policy was to determine how to identify those who would offend beyond the “normal” path, and 
how to identify them early in life (Blumstein et al. 1985; Farrington et al., 2006; Moffit, 1993).  
Research following this motivation identified offenders who committed substantially more crime 
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than the average criminal.  Efforts to study and identify these “chronic” or “prolific” offenders 
often focused on youth offenders in an attempt to provide early interventions (Jones, Harris, 
Fader, & Grubstein, 2001; Kempf-Leonard, Tracy, & Howell, 2001; Piper, 1985; Towberman, 
1994).  Interest in young “chronics” was furthered by findings that the age of onset of crime was 
a strong predictor of high-rate offending (Blumstein et al., 1985; Farrington et al., 2003; Jones et 
al., 2001).  Despite the fact that prolific offending generally appeared to be a deviation from the 
norm across the entire age-crime curve, its study generated a greater level of interest in focusing 
on younger offenders than on older chronics.   
The practice of following cohorts further focused research attention to the criminal 
culpability of younger males.  Often, researchers who used a criminal careers approach 
continued to publish new findings that built upon existing age-crime curves of cohorts followed 
throughout their lives.  Longitudinal cohorts have been used to study the changes in offending as 
groups age to form theoretical explanations of the age-crime relationship (Blokland et al., 2005; 
Farrington, 2006; Nagin & Land, 1993; Nagin et al., 1995; Sampson & Laub, 2003).  Although 
longitudinal cohort research is valuable to research in this area, the use of this research design 
inevitably means that the available picture of young offending is already solidified by early data, 
since only additional offending later in life could change the curve.  Continuing to draw 
conclusions about the current age-crime relationship based on cohort data that has not changed 
neglects the importance of exploring the offending of today‟s younger criminals.  It should not 
be assumed that the age-crime distribution that exists today reflects the lifetime age-crime 
distribution of a cohort born fifty years ago. 
It is also necessary to consider the issue of differences of prevalence and incidence in 
reported age-crime curves. Age-crime distributions may simply reflect trends in terms of 
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prevalence (the proportion of people of a certain age-group who are criminal) rather than 
incidence (the rate of offending by age-group) (Farrington, 1986).  The traditional age-crime 
curve indicated that younger people were arrested more per population than older people 
(Hirschi & Gottfredson, 1983).  This has been commonly interpreted to mean that crime is 
overwhelmingly committed by younger offenders.  However, the truth of that assertion depends 
greatly on the distribution of age among the population, as well as several other important 
factors.  Past age-crime curves using offending rates per population indicated that younger 
people have a higher probability of being involved in crime, but they do not necessarily show 
that criminal population is comprised mostly of young people.  A thorough investigation of age 
throughout the criminal population may reveal that crime is not a young man‟s game. 
Although much of the existing discussion on crime and age has consistently stated that 
the majority of offenses are concentrated among people between the late teen years and early 
twenties, it is not inconceivable that this pattern could be changing.  Recent population and 
demographic data collected by Statistics Canada (2007) indicated that the Canadian population is 
aging across the country.  Statistics Canada (2007) stated that during the 1970s, for every one 
person near retirement (aged 55 – 64), there were 2.3 individuals between the ages of 15 and 24.  
By 2001, the number of individuals between 15 and 24 had dropped to 1.4, and by 2006, it had 
been reduced further to 1.1 (Statistics Canada, 2007).  Although past forecasting based on age 
structure changes in the population has proved inadequate to fully explain crime trends (Fox & 
Piquero, 2003; Levitt, 1999; Marvell & Moody, 1991), if the 15 to 24 age range corresponds 
with the perceived highest crime age-group, one would expect that the age-crime distribution, in 
terms of total criminal events, would have reduced substantially and changed to reflect the 
changing demographics, and will continue to change with this trend. 
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Understanding the relationship between age and crime in today‟s societies and in the 
future is important.  This is especially true considering that demographic changes will result in 
an aging population and fewer young people.  Although the relationship between age and crime 
has been an important finding in criminology, and has received much attention in the past, it is 
important to continue to revisit this issue.  There have been many changes in society since the 
traditional age-crime curve first captivated the attention of criminologists; changes that are often 
very pronounced between generations, such as the advent of new technologies, greater diversity 
in urban centres, and changes to social norms.  Our current understanding of crime as a young 
man‟s game may be becoming outdated.  If this is the case, criminal justice policies will have to 
respond to the new crimetrends.  Currently, despite the fact that the population of young people 
under the age of 14 had reached its lowest proportion in Canadian history in the 2006 Census 
(Statistics Canada, 2007), the Government of Canada‟s most recent Throne Speeches (Governor 
General of Canada, 2007; 2008) have outlined a commitment to focus on youth offending.  
Criminal justice policies that do not reflect the true age distribution of crime may not have the 
effect on the crime problem, as they may neglect a growing portion of older criminals while they 
focus more and more resources on youth. 
Given this, the purpose of this paper is to explore in depth the current relationship 
between age and crime, and to determine whether or not the predominating perceptions are 
reflective of today‟s age-crime relationship.  To accomplish this, Chapter One presents a detailed 
review of the current state of research on the relationship between age and crime.  The review 
provides not only an overview of the main findings from the variety of approaches taken to study 
this issue, but also a basis from which to compare the results from the study undertaken here.  
The subsequent chapters explore the age-relationship using data on all crimes and criminals that 
5 
 
came to the attention of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police over a year in the Courtenay / 
Comox communities on Vancouver Island in British Columbia, Canada from July 1, 2006 to 
June 30, 2007.  The region represents a mid-sized coastal community in the province with a 
population of 60,000 approximately.  Chapter Two outlines the methods used to obtain and 
analyze the data presented in this study, while Chapter Three presents the results of the analysis 
of this dataset with regard to the age-crime relationship.  Chapter Four provides a discussion 
drawing together the important findings from the current dataset in order to further understand 
the issues surrounding the age-crime relationship and explores the implications of these issues on 
criminal justice policy.  A summary of conclusions from this study, as well as recommendations 
for the direction of future research, are presented in Chapter Five. 
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CHAPTER ONE: THE CURRENT STATE OF LITERATURE ON AGE AND CRIME 
 Despite the enduring status held by age as a variable representing a “brute fact” in 
criminological research (Hirschi & Gottfredson, 1983), the exploration of this variable has 
remained enthusiastic.  The relationship between age and crime has stimulated research in a 
variety of directions, each in search of other explanatory variables to further an understanding of 
crime in society.  Age as a variable in crime research can offer a partial explanation to why 
people commit crime since there will always be those in all age-groups who break the law.  This 
chapter presents the findings of past research on the topic of age and its relationship to crime.  
The chapter begins with a discussion of the progression of research on this relationship, focusing 
specifically on the current understanding of the age-crime curve and the question of whether or 
not to study age as a variable of importance in criminological research.  The review continues 
with an examination of findings from life-course research, which, largely through longitudinal 
designs, has provided knowledge on how crime materializes across different stages of life.  A 
description of the differences in the quality of crimes between young and old offenders follows.  
Finally, current evidence supporting the idea that the age-crime curve might be shifting to 
encompass a large number of older offenders is discussed. 
The Age-Crime Question in Criminological Research 
 The common description of the age-crime curve has existed in criminological research 
for many decades.  The familiar shape of this curve has been described roughly as an inverted 
„U‟ or „J‟ (Stolzenberg & D'Alessio, 2008; Tittle & Ward, 1993; Tittle, Ward, & Grasmick, 
2003).  There is a quick rise in offending from the early teen years which peaks in late 
adolescence, declines sharply, and then gradually slows in later life.  Research responses to this 
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finding have been markedly different. Ttheorists attempted to develop explanations for criminal 
behaviour that could also account for their observations of the age-crime relationship 
(Greenberg, 1979).  Others used longitudinal studies to examine the effects of age and aging on 
crime and criminals (Blumstein et al., 1985; West & Farrington, 1973; Wolfgang, Figlio, & 
Sellin, 1972).  The age-crime relationship had been reported with such consistency that others 
argued that the phenomenon was invariable over all historical and social conditions (Hirschi & 
Gottredson, 1983).  This contentious conclusion by Hirschi and Gottfredson (1983) was based on 
the comparison of several age-crime curves from a variety of countries at periods spanning over 
150 years prior to their study.  Purporting that the existing and historical evidence was 
overwhelmingly consistent with their claim of invariability, Hirschi and Gottfredson (1983) 
recommended the abandonment of age-specific explanations of crime.  The authors concluded 
that given the invariability of the age-crime relationship, an explanation of crime at one age 
would be sufficient to account for crime committed at any other age (Hirschi & Gottfredson, 
1983). 
 Interest in the age-crime relationship did not end in the early 1980s.  The contentious 
position taken by Hirschi and Gottfredson (1983) resulted in efforts on the part of opposing 
criminologists to refute their claims, among them the invariability of the age-crime relationship 
(Blumstein, Cohen, & Farrington, 1988; Farrington, 1986; Greenberg, 1985).  Furthermore, 
contrary to the recommendations of Hirschi and Gottfredson (1983), the longitudinal „criminal 
careers‟ paradigm continued to be a key contributor to criminological research (Blokland & 
Nieuwbeerta, 2005; Farrington, 2006; Nagin & Land, 1993; Nagin et al., 1995; Natsuaki, Ge, & 
Wenk, 2008; Sampson & Laub, 1990; 2003).  Age as a variable in crime research became a topic 
of both consensus and disagreement; consensus over the consistency of the general shape of the 
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relationship, but disagreement over its universality and meaning (Farrington, 1986; 
Steffensmeier, Allan, Harer, & Streifel, 1989). 
 Subsequent research continued to inform the understanding of the relationship between 
age and crime.  Several studies concluded that age-crime curves, although generally presenting 
similar shapes and peaks, displayed important differences contrary to the claim of invariance 
(Farrington, 1986; Steffensmeier et al., 1989; Steffensmeier & Streifel, 1990; Tittle & Grasmick, 
1998).  Differences in age-crime curves were noted by offence type (Steffensmeier et al., 1989).  
For example, curves representing arrests for burglary, vehicle theft, and vandalism all generally 
reflected the traditional aggregate age-crime curve with distributions peaking sharply toward the 
lower end of the age scale, while curves for fraud, public drunkenness, and gambling showed 
much older and flatter distributions (Steffensmeier et al., 1989).  Distributions also varied by 
decade and gender (Steffensmeier & Streifel, 1991).  The most prominent finding was that the 
majority of age-crime curves became progressively more concentrated among youth over time 
(Steffensmeier et al., 1989; Steffensmeier & Streifel, 1990). 
Interpretations of the meaning and usefulness of the traditional aggregate age-crime curve 
have varied.  Some have attempted to assess whether or not an understanding of the aggregate 
age-crime curve would allow for predictions of future crime rates based on changes to the age 
structure of the population (Cohen & Land, 1987).  Cohen and Land (1987) concluded that a 
substantial amount of the variation between crime rates after the World War II could be 
explained by changes in the proportion of “high crime prone” ages.  Marvell and Moody (1991) 
found that there were too many confounding variables related to youth offending to allow for 
predictions of future crime rates based upon knowledge of the age-crime curve and expected age-
structure changes.  In his research, Farrington (1986) questioned the meaning of the traditional 
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age-crime curve, concluding that it was a reflection of the differences in „prevalence‟ (proportion 
of people who are criminal) by age, and not of „incidence‟ (the rate of offending) by age.  He 
suggested that the traditional aggregate age-crime curve was not necessarily indicative of the 
age-crime trajectory of individuals, or the age distribution of the active criminal population, 
cautioning that a greater understanding of crime across the lifespan was needed before 
appropriate policy directions could be determined based on age distributions (Farrington, 1986).  
Greenberg (1985) also criticized that cross-sectional age-crime curves were liable to improper 
interpretation as they might demonstrate period or cohort effects, rather than age effects. 
One influential explanation of the age-crime curve came from Moffit (1993).  She built 
upon Farrington‟s (1986) conclusions that the curve was representative of the number of people 
of a certain age willing to commit crime.  Moffit‟s (1993) theory outlined two distinct offender 
subgroups: adolescent limited offenders and life-course persistent offenders.  The former 
represented the majority of offenders, those who committed crimes as a youth, but desisted once 
reaching adulthood.  The latter group was comprised of individuals who started anti-social 
behaviour at an early age and continued that behaviour throughout their lives.  Moffit (1993) 
theorized that during adolescence, new individuals joined those already exhibiting anti-social 
behaviour, increasing the total number of individuals in that age-group who were willing to 
commit crime.  The theory suggested that as the “adolescent-limited offenders” desisted from 
crime in early adulthood, the tail end of the age-crime curve reflected the “life-course persistent 
offenders”, who were present throughout the curve (Moffit, 1993). 
Moffit‟s (1993) explanation of the age-crime curve has often been viewed as a direct 
contrast to that offered by Hirschi and Gottfredson (1983); the former suggested that the curve 
was representative of two different types of criminals, one temporary and the other life-long, 
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while the latter claimed that the curve was demonstrative of the fact that people commit more 
crime when they are a youth and less as they age.  Others continued to explain changes in the 
age-crime curve through differences in individual-level social conditions that commonly change 
in offenders through adulthood, such as marriage and job stability (Sampson & Laub, 1990).  
Although all of these explanations have received a great deal of attention in the research 
literature (Nagin et al., 1995; Sampson & Laub, 2003; Tittle & Ward, 1993; Tittle et al., 2003), 
no consensus exists as to whether any is correct.  What has been generally agreed upon is that the 
age-crime curve is not rigidly invariant, but instead, that it remains relatively stable over time, 
generally peaking in late adolescence.  Current research by O‟Brien and Stockard (2009) echoed 
this long-held belief, but investigated the potential for cohort replacement, to account for 
changes to the age distribution of homicide offenders in the United States in the mid 1990s.  The 
cohort replacement thesis proposed that differences in the criminal propensity between cohorts 
would create shifts in the age-distribution of crime since high levels of offending would follow 
specific crime-prone cohorts as they aged (O‟Brien & Stockard, 2009).  Although explaining 
only half of the increase in youth-committed homicides, cohort replacement offered yet another 
factor to consider in the age-crime relationship (O‟Brien & Stockard, 2009).  Despite 
demonstrating a pattern of remarkable consistency throughout the history of criminological 
study, the question of how to best understand the age-crime relationship remains complex and 
unresolved. 
Crime across the Lifespan 
 Age as a variable in criminological research has generally been the focus of the life-
course perspective.  This perspective has focused on how criminal activity changes across the 
life of offenders, generally following the same cohorts of men from childhood into late-
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adulthood (Farrington et al., 2006; Sampson & Laub, 2005).  A person‟s lifetime of criminal 
activity, commonly termed a „criminal career‟, can range from one offence to many dozens of 
offences (Blumstein et al., 1988).  The focus on criminal careers was meant to answer questions 
related to rates of offending, patterns relating to type of offending, and any other discernable 
trends in offending over the lifespan (Blumstein et al., 1988). 
 One of the major issues that life-course researchers undertook to solve was that of 
offending rates.  The contentious work of Hirschi and Gottfredson (1983) suggested that an 
individual‟s rate of offending would generally mirror the same pattern as the aggregate age-
crime curve.  They assumed that for the majority, if not all, offenders, the rate of offending 
would increase from childhood into adolescence, peak in the late teens, and gradually decline 
with age (Hirschi & Gottfredson, 1983).  Prior to the claim by Hirschi and Gottfredson (1983), 
Blumstein and Cohen (1979) analyzed the arrest histories of active criminals and concluded that 
individual crime rates did not vary significantly by age.  They attributed the shape of the 
aggregate age-crime curve to be a function of greater numbers of individuals initiating their 
criminal careers during adolescence and dropping out of criminality in early adulthood, as well 
as differences in the propensity for criminal behaviour of different cohorts (Blumstein & Cohen, 
1979).  Neither the belief that individual age-crime curves were single-peaked in adolescence 
(Hirschi & Gottfredson, 1983), nor the contention that they were generally flat (Blumstein & 
Cohen, 1979) had been conceived through longitudinal research, leaving the issue of individual 
crime rates as a priority for life-course research. 
 In an attempt to resolve the question of the individual age-crime curve, Nagin and Land 
(1993) analyzed the criminal careers of a cohort of men from age 8 to 32 originally followed by 
West and Farrington (1973).  Nagin and Land (1993) determined through their model that 
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individual criminal careers generally reflected the single-peaked curve suggested by Hirschi and 
Gottfredson (1983), but they concluded that both explanations strengthened the understanding of 
crime rates over the lifespan.  Conversely, Sampson and Laub (2003; 2005), who followed a 
cohort of men originally studied by Glueck and Glueck (1930) to age 70, determined that 
individual age-crime curves were not the same as the aggregate age-crime curve.  Research on a 
Dutch cohort from age 12 to 72 also concluded that aggregate age-crime curves obscured the 
underlying diversity of various individual age-crime curves (Blokland et al., 2005; Blokland & 
Nieuwbeerta, 2005).  However, these findings did not support the simple dichotomous typology 
of adolescent-limited and life-course persistent offenders postulated by Moffit (1993), but 
suggested a number of possible subgroups of offenders differed by their individual age-crime 
distributions (Blokland et al., 2005; Blokland & Nieuwbeerta, 2005; Sampson & Laub, 2003, 
2005).  Differences in criminal career trajectories were observable between genders for a variety 
of offender groups (D'Unger, Land, & McCall, 2002).  Generally, research has revealed that 
although some individuals displayed age-crime distributions similar to the aggregate age-crime 
curve, this was not the case for all offenders‟ crime trajectories (Sampson & Laub, 2003). 
 Another topic that has received attention in longitudinal, life-course research has been 
that of age of onset.  The age of onset refers to the age at which an offender first began his 
criminal career; usually the age at first arrest or conviction is used.  It was concluded by 
Wolfgang et al. (1972) that age of onset for criminal offending was an important predictor of 
future rates of offending.  As criminality among preteens and young teenagers has been less 
common than it has been among older adolescents and young adults, interest has been taken in 
determining whether early starters exhibited greater criminogenic characteristics (Blumstein et 
al., 1985; Farrington et al., 2006; Moffit, 1993; Nagin & Land, 1993; Natsuaki et al., 2008; 
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Sampson & Laub, 2003).  Consistent with their general explanation of the age and crime 
relationship, Hirschi and Gottfredson (1983) argued that age of onset was of little value to 
criminology, predictive or otherwise, as criminal behaviour would always vary predictably with 
age.  Conversely, much of Moffit‟s (1993) dual taxonomy was based on the idea that anti-social 
behaviour in the very young was indicative of life-long criminality.  Research demonstrated that 
offenders who began their criminal careers at a very young age generally had longer criminal 
careers than those who started later (Farrington et al., 2006; Natsuaki et al., 2008).  However, 
based on their cohort data, Sampson and Laub (2003) concluded that age of onset did not allow 
for differentiation between groups specified by their offending trajectories.  Therefore, research 
has yet to definitively determine the usefulness of age of onset for predicting criminal careers. 
 One finding that has received a great deal of consensus in the literature has been that of 
eventual desistance.  It has been recognized that desistance could be a difficult phenomenon to 
study since both death and incarceration have the potential to be misinterpreted as desistance 
(Sampson & Laub, 2003).  However, longitudinal studies that followed cohorts into the late 
stages of life presented a strong argument against assessing desistance prematurely.  Sampson 
and Laub (2003) concluded that even the most active criminals desist from crime at some point.  
Desistance of offenders varied by rate and time of life, but was a regular occurrence in all 
criminal careers (Sampson & Laub, 2003).  The traditional aggregate age-crime curve would 
suggest that desistance processes might be closely linked to a sharp decline observable after the 
peak crime years in early adulthood.  Farrington et al. (2006) found that the average age of 
desistance from crime for their cohort up to age 50 was 28 years old, although they also 
discussed other samples of fathers and mothers with average desistance occurring at age 36 and 
38 respectively.  Findings related to eventual desistance were important to the understanding of 
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the age-crime relationship, but as recent research by Natsuaki et al. (2008) confirmed, it remains 
unclear to what extent age is a factor in an individual‟s desistance process as opposed to other 
social conditions unique to the offender. 
  Life-course research has been effective for exploring trends in criminal behaviour over 
nearly the entire lifespan.  These cohort studies have provided valuable information on offending 
for men from early childhood into their 50s (Farrington et al., 2006) and into their 70s (Blokland 
et al., 2005; Blokland & Neiuwbeerta, 2005; Sampson & Laub, 2003, 2005).  However, many of 
these large cohort studies have continued to reuse and build upon their own existing datasets.  
Whether using the cohort from the original Cambridge Study in Delinquent Development 
(Farrington et al., 2006; Nagin & Land, 1993; West & Farrington, 1973), the cohort from the 
Gluecks‟ (1930) study (Sampson & Laub, 1990; 2003; 2005), the 1945 (Blumstein et al., 1985; 
Wolfgang et al., 1972) and 1958 (D‟Unger et al., 2002; Piper, 1985)  Philadelphia cohorts, or the 
cohort from the Dutch Criminal Career and Life-Course study (Blokland et al., 2005; Blokland & 
Neiuwbeerta, 2005), these longitudinal studies have generally relied on data from very similar 
generations in order to include offending later in life.  Without comparable data for different 
cohorts from other generations and locations, the extent of the generalizability of these important 
life-course studies is thus far unknown.  
Differences of Quality in the Crime of Young and Old Offenders 
 The conventional aggregate age-crime curve, and the various explanations put forward to 
understand it, have focused primarily on the age-crime relationship as a function of quantity.  
Since aggregate age-crime curves have shown marked differences in the amount of crime 
(generally measured through individual arrests or convictions) committed by adolescents and 
older adults (Hirschi & Gottfredson, 1983), explanations that account for this quantitative 
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disparity were an appropriate starting point for understanding the broader relationship between 
age and crime.  However, simply exploring differences in the quantity of crime committed by 
age neglects the study of any differences in the quality of crime by age.  Indeed, Blumstein et al. 
(1988), in outlining the main goals of a criminal careers approach, identified patterns relating to 
offence type, as well as other discernible trends in offending as important to gaining a better 
understanding of the age-crime relationship.  
  The issue of crime type variation across the lifespan has received some attention from 
researchers attempting to determine if the crimes of youth were different than those of older 
offenders.  Research by Steffensmeier et al. (1989) demonstrated that age-crime curves varied by 
offence.  In general, age-crime curves for property crimes were more likely to exhibit 
concentrated peaks in the late teens, while personal crimes demonstrated flatter curves that 
peaked in the early twenties (Steffensmeier et al., 1989).  Substance abuse crimes generally 
exhibited age-crime curves that were flatter still and peaked later (Steffensmeier et al., 1989).  
Even between crimes types within the same broader category, there were notable differences in 
age-crime curves.  Burglary, auto theft, larceny, and robbery peaked much earlier than did 
forgery, embezzlement, fraud, and gambling offences (Steffensmeier et al., 1989).  Similar 
variations were observed between different personal and substance abuse crimes, with weapons 
offences and assaults peaking slightly earlier than homicides and family violence, and liquor and 
drug offences peaking at a much younger age than impaired driving and public drunkenness 
violations (Steffensmeier et al., 1989).  Research by Sampson and Laub (2003) came to similar 
conclusions on this issue; property crime was highly concentrated among younger offenders, 
violent offences peaked in the mid twenties, and drug offences had much fewer youthful 
offenders, but appeared relatively stable between 20 and 45 years of age before dropping sharply.  
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Although these studies demonstrated variations in offending patterns of different crimes with 
age, the 17 to 24 age-group accounted for the highest proportion of crime for all offences 
categories (Sampson & Laub, 2003). 
Since past research showed that age-crime distributions for certain property offences had 
more concentrated peaks in adolescence, while violent offences peak later, researchers have 
questioned whether the seriousness of offending increased or decreased with age.  Earlier 
research by Farrington (1986) addressed this issue and found no consistent evidence to suggest 
that the seriousness of offences increased with age.  For homicide, Soothill, Francis, and Liu 
(2008) found that the risk of committing this offence after being convicted of a prior serious 
crime decreased with age by approximately 5% per year.  Research from Australia on criminal 
behaviour during the transition from adolescence to adulthood revealed that serious offences 
became less common in adulthood, while driving and drug crimes increased (Fagan & Western, 
2005).  However, although there appeared to be little support for the concept of escalation of 
crime from adolescence to adulthood, it has also not been established whether or not de-
escalation in seriousness is more common among offenders as they age.  It was apparent from 
research by Ayers, Williams, Hawkins, Peters, Catalano, and Abbott (1999) that escalation and 
de-escalation for youth offenders varied by individual, but their study did not explore any 
changes into adulthood.  As these authors suggested, further understanding with regard to 
patterns of seriousness in criminal offending with age is necessary (Ayers et al., 1999). 
 Although few conclusions have been drawn about escalating or de-escalating seriousness 
with age, research has suggested that greater specialization in offending occurred with age 
(Armstrong, 2008; Farrington, 1986).  Farrington (1986) demonstrated that men over age 21 had 
a greater tendency to specialize in specific crime than younger offenders.  Armstrong (2008) 
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reiterated conclusions that adults tended to specialize to a greater extent than youth.  Further, 
Armstrong (2008) found that aging better explained specialization for some offences than did the 
type of offence itself.  As Soothill et al. (2008) determined, certain crimes types, such as arson, 
tended to be committed by very specialized offenders.  Although specialization appeared to be 
more prominent in older offenders, it remained unclear how to best understand what processes 
involved with aging best explained these findings (Armstrong, 2008).  
 Although related to the issues of quantity of crime, criminal co-offending has been 
explored as a potential difference between the crimes of young and old offenders (Hodgson, 
2007; McGloin, Sullivan, Piquero, & Bacon, 2007; Stolzenberg & D‟Alessio, 2008; Warr, 1998; 
2002).  Recent research revealed that co-offending was linked to age (Hodgson, 2007).  
Hodgson‟s (2007) study concluded that, although the probability of having ever co-offended 
increased with the length of one‟s criminal history, the proportion of offences involving co-
offenders reduced with age.  In explaining differences in co-offending with age, Warr (1998; 
2002) postulated that crime across the lifespan was directly related to ties to anti-social friends.  
He suggested that youth largely committed crime in social groups, thus explaining the peak in 
the aggregate age-crime curve during this period of life (Warr, 2002).  With age, offenders‟ ties 
to anti-social friends waned, leading to desistance (Warr, 1998).  Current research conducted by 
Stolzenberg and D‟Alessio (2008) refuted the claim that co-offending was primarily responsible 
for the shape of the age-crime curve, contending that the distribution of age and solo crime alone 
exhibited a similar trend.  
Any differences in the quality in criminal behaviour between young and old offenders 
might be a result of the roles available to criminals at specific ages.  Research from Morselli, 
Tremblay, and McCarthy (2006) suggested that the mentoring of younger offenders by an older 
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associate improved the chances of future success and achievement in criminality.  More than 
one- third of the offenders studied by Morselli et al. (2006) identified a mentor in their criminal 
career, the overwhelming majority of which were older than the respondent, with an average age 
difference of over 11 years.  Often, mentorship emerged in late adolescence, near the peak and 
steep decline of the aggregate age-crime curve (Morselli et al., 2006).  Since the effects of 
mentorship promoted long-term success in crime for protégés through higher earnings and 
reduced incapacitation (Morselli et al., 2006), important differences should exist in the quality of 
crimes between youthful and adult offenders, specifically among those older offenders who have 
received mentorship in their past. 
There has been evidence to suggest that the relationship between age and crime is more 
than just one of numbers.  The numerous potential reasons underlying the observations that 
young people were responsible for greater quantities of crimes might also suggest important 
differences in the quality of those crimes.  Just as mentorship has been used to explain 
differences in offending between youthful and mature offenders (Morselli et al., 2006), other 
characteristics that vary with age could prove important in explaining differences in quantity and 
quality of crime.  For example, Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) claimed that differences in self-
control explained differences in criminality.  Although Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) chose to 
disregard age variation in their theory, Tittle et al. (2003) suggested that this variable was not 
inadequate to explain the age-crime curve as self-control might gradually strengthen with age.  
Age differences in self-control or attitudes toward crime versus other pro-social activities might 
also explain crime variation of both quantity and quality among young and old.  Goeting (1983) 
reported that older inmates showed more positive attitude toward work than did their younger 
counterparts.  Shover and Thompson (1992) found that aging coincided with decreases in 
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estimates of likely payoffs of crime, but did not increase the perceived risks of crime.  Although 
these findings offered some support that age was accompanied by lower risk of crime, Mocan 
and Reese (2005) argued that juveniles also responded to incentives and sanctions in criminal 
justice settings.  Perhaps still other theories, such as those focusing on individual social variables 
(eg. Sampson & Laub, 2003; Warr, 2002),  might offer explanations that account for age 
differences in more than just the number of crimes.  Despite a growing body of research on 
criminal offending for youthful offenders and crime across the lifespan, more research is needed 
to explore the specific relationship between age and crime, in terms of both quantity and quality 
of offences. 
Potential for Changes to the Age-Crime Curve 
 Although there has been general disapproval of the claim of strict invariance in the 
traditional aggregate age-crime curve (O‟Brien & Stockard, 2009; Tittle & Ward, 1993), few 
have suggested that the general pattern of high aggregate youth involvement in crime that 
declines with age will ever differ substantially.  However, it would not appear unreasonable to 
assume that future age-crime distributions could diverge from those observed historically.  
Research has explored the influence of age-structure changes on crime rates (Cohen & Land, 
1987; Levitt, 1999; Marvell & Moody, 1991).  Two of these studies (Levitt, 1999; Marvell & 
Moody, 1991) concluded that simply knowing the proportion of the population within the “crime 
prone” age-group did not allow for accurate predictions of crime rates.  Levitt (1999) suggested 
that other important information was necessary, such as the offending rates of other age-groups, 
the distributions of other demographic variables, and any potential cohort or period effects.  
However, Fox and Piquero (2003) contended that demographic changes, including age-structure, 
are still useful predictors for general rises and falls in offending rates.  Since the traditional age-
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crime curve might be of limited value for predicting accurate changes to aggregate crime rates 
(Levitt, 1999; Marvell & Moody, 1991), there could be important social factors at play that 
influence the age-crime relationship at a greater level than age. 
 Although age-crime curves have not historically shown shifts toward the higher end of 
the age-scale, shifts toward increasing youth crime have been reported over time (O‟Brien & 
Stockard, 2009; Steffensmeier et al., 1989).  In contrast to the reductions in proportions of youth 
in the overall population from the late 1980s and throughout the 1990s, the United Stated 
experienced a substantial increase in youth-committed homicides (O‟Brien & Stockard, 2009).  
O‟Brien and Stockard (2009) concluded that cohort effects explained just less than half of the 
substantial upturn in killing among youth during the “epidemic of youth homicide”.  They also 
suggested that period effects, such as changes to the crack-cocaine market, might explain much 
of the increase experienced during those years (O‟Brien & Stockard, 2009).  An earlier study by 
Greenberg and Larkin (1985) attempted to separate cohort and period effects from data to 
determine if age-effects truly existed as the age-crime curve would predict.  Their data were 
largely inconclusive with regard to these effects and how they influenced age-crime distributions 
(Greenberg & Larkin, 1985).  It is likely that, in the event of future observed shifts in the 
aggregate age-crime curve in either direction, research will increasingly focus on differences 
specific to cohorts and time periods in search of further explanations. 
 Contrary to the increase in youth participation in homicide reported by O‟Brien and 
Stockard (2009) during the period after the late 1980s, reductions in homicide by young men in 
Japan, for example, were generally responsible for large decreases in that country‟s homicide 
rate since the 1960s (Hiraiwa-Hasegawa, 2005).  This article was unique in that is presented data 
that suggested a shift away from the  youth concentrated age-crime curve toward older offenders 
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(Hiraiwa-Hasegawa, 2005).  Between 1955 and 1975, the peak ages of homicide offending were 
between the age of 20 and 25 (Hiraiwa-Hasegawa, 2005).  However, the age distribution for 
homicides in Japan changed over time to the point where, by 2000, men in their 50s committed 
more homicides than men in their 20s (Hiraiwa-Hasegawa, 2005).  This change to the age-crime 
curve for homicides was more a reflection of substantial decreased rates of homicide by young 
men over time than it was of increased rates of homicide by older men.  The author attributed the 
considerable reduction in homicide among young men to socio-cultural factors, such as 
education, that changed over the time period of the study (Hiraiwa-Hasegawa, 2005).  This study 
did find that age-crime distributions per cohort consistently exhibited peaks in the twenties, 
followed by declines in offending with age for nine cohorts born between 1886 and 1975 
(Hiraiwa-Hasegawa, 2005).  Although the author concluded that this was indicative of a 
persistent age effect regardless of the offending differences between cohorts (Hiraiwa-Hasegawa, 
2005), the age effect diminished with each successive cohort.  Without more data for some of the 
later cohorts, which exhibited much lower rates of homicides as young men than did earlier 
cohorts, it is uncertain whether the same age effect would persist in those later cohorts.  Japan 
might be a unique situation from the perspective of criminology, but this finding brought into 
question much of what was commonly understood about the stability of the age-crime 
relationship. 
Concluding Summary 
 The relationship between age and crime has been documented regularly and has 
consistently shown that, on the aggregate, individual between age 16 and 24 had higher rates of 
per capita offending than did other age-groups (Hirschi & Gottfredson, 1983).  However, despite 
consensus that this trend has been and will remain relatively stable over time, interpretations of 
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the age-crime curve have been varied.  Some have suggested that the aggregate curve disguised 
underlying discrepancies, such as variations by crime type (Sampson & Laub, 2003; 
Steffensmeier et al., 1989), by individual offence rates (Farrington, 1986; Sampson & Laub, 
2003), and by gender (D‟Unger et al., 2002; Steffensmeier & Streifel, 1990).  Regardless of the 
existence of specific offender typologies (Moffit, 1993; Nagin & Land, 1993) that might exhibit 
variations in individual offending rates over time, desistance appeared to be a phenomenon 
common to all offenders at some point in their criminal career (Sampson & Laub, 2003, 2005). 
 The age-crime relationship has overwhelmingly been described in terms of quantity, with 
less research emphasis placed on differences in quality of offending by age.  There is evidence 
indicating that certain crimes have traditionally been concentrated differently across age, both in 
terms of large categories of offence types and specific crimes within categories (Sampson & 
Laub, 2003; Steffensmeier et al., 1989).  Research has produced no evidence to support ideas of 
either escalation or de-escalation in the seriousness of offences over time (Farrington, 1986), but 
more focus on this topic was recommended (Ayers et al., 1999).  Specialization increased with 
age (Armstrong, 2008; Farrington, 1986), and the proportion of offenses involving co-offending 
decreased with age (McGloin et al., 2007).  The importance of these variables to the greater 
understanding of the age-crime relationship has been debated (Armstrong, 2008; Farrington, 
1986; Stolzenberg & D‟Alessio, 2008; Warr, 1998, 2002).  Despite the limited exploration of 
differences of quality, it is likely that explanations generally focused toward age differences by 
quantity will be useful for examining the broader spectrum of differences in criminality by age. 
 Finally, despite the relative stability of the age-crime variable, and its current 
consideration as a “brute fact” of criminology (Hirschi & Gottfredson, 1983), there is reason to 
believe that changes to social conditions could have a dramatic effect on age-crime distributions 
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in the future.  Changes in age structure alone have been limited in their capacity to predict rises 
and falls in crime rates (Levitt, 1999; Marvell & Moody, 1991), and, occasionally, crime trends 
have defied predictions based on age structure (O‟Brien & Stockard, 2008).  Few would deny 
that age-structure has influenced crime rates in the past, but confounding variables that skew 
age-crime curves toward youth (Marvell & Moody, 1991), as well as cohort variations in 
criminality (O‟Brien & Stockard, 2008), could explain the limited success of predictions that 
couple age-structure with the conventional age-crime curve.  Probably the strongest evidence of 
the potential for the age-crime curve to shift away from the traditional youth-concentrated peak 
was from Japan where substantial reductions in homicide rates were accounted for almost 
entirely by large decreases in offending by men in their 20s (Hiraiwa-Hasegawa, 2005).  Perhaps 
with more research focusing on contemporary criminal populations from a wider variety of 
locations, criminology will expand upon its common conception of the age-crime relationship. 
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CHAPTER TWO: METHODOLOGY 
The Dataset 
 The results presented in this paper are an analysis of data originally collected for a joint 
project between the University of the Fraser Valley and the 'E' Division of the RCMP.  The 
dataset contains information on all criminal events that came to the attention of the RCMP
1
 in the 
Courtenay / Comox region of British Columbia.  The purpose of the original dataset was to study 
and track the crimes and criminals within the Courtenay / Comox region over a one-year period.  
For each criminal event, data were collected relating to the general characteristics of the crimes 
and the subjects associated to the police file.  The data collection was undertaken by research 
assistants from the University of the Fraser Valley throughout the one-year study period.  The 
original data was inputted and stored on an iBase intelligence database, and was subsequently 
converted into a format suitable for the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) for the 
research analysis undertaken in this study. 
 Information obtained during the collection of the data related to the specific 
characteristics of the crime itself and those individuals associated to the event.  Data collected 
about the crimes included variables such as the type of crime, the time and date, and the location.  
For those subjects associated to the crime, data were collected relating to their role in the crime, 
age, gender, ethnicity, and past criminal offending.  For those subjects who were criminally 
involved in a criminal event, a detailed criminal history profile was collected, including 
information about the length of their criminal history, the number of prior convictions, age of 
first conviction, types of past convictions, rates of offending, types of sentences received, and 
rates of compliance with release orders.  For the analysis presented in this paper, all identifiers 
                                                          
1
 The RCMP is the policing authority in the community of Courtenay / Comox 
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were removed from the dataset to ensure that the identity of each subject was unknown to the 
researcher. 
The Analysis 
The analysis of the data was conducted using SPSS, and included only criminal code 
offences and those subjects who were criminally involved in one or more event.  An analysis of 
data obtained for victims and other associated individuals was beyond the scope of this 
investigation.  The analysis conducted for this paper was separated into two stages.  The first 
focused solely on an exploration of the relationship between age variables of those criminally 
involved in criminal events and the characteristics of the crimes themselves.  This stage provided 
a multi-faceted approach to exploring the current age-distribution of this criminal population and 
the meaning behind the age patterns.  It allowed for the investigation of the relationship between 
age and crime in terms of both quantity (incidence, prevalence, etc.) and quality (type of 
offending, co-offending).  The analysis of this cross-sectional data allowed for the comparison of 
current British Columbian data to findings described in the literature review in Chapter One.  
Importantly, this cross-sectional data also allows for future comparisons to other criminal 
populations in other jurisdictions both within and beyond British Columbia. 
The second stage focused on the relationship between age variables and the criminal 
history data of those criminally involved in crime events.  Although lacking important attributes 
necessary to examine crime across the lifespan to the degree found by using longitudinal design, 
the analysis of the past offending patterns of those individuals from the identified criminal 
population provided a method for exploring some of the questions of life-course research.  This 
stage of the analysis focused on the portion of the criminal population that had previous criminal 
convictions, and analyzing the importance of age and age of onset with regard to offending 
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patterns.  Criminal history variables from this stage of analysis included the number of past 
convictions, the length of criminal history, the number of months sentenced to custody, and the 
rate of offending across the lifespan.  This analysis also provide insight into how the past 
behaviour of the current criminal population affected the age-distribution of criminal 
involvements in a community. 
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CHAPTER THREE: RESULTS 
Between July 1, 2006 and June 30, 2007, in the communities of Courtenay / Comox, 
there were 4,774 identified criminal involvements in a total of 7,130 reported criminal code 
events that came to the attention of the police.  Of the 4,774 identified criminal involvements, the 
individuals responsible for those involvements
2
 make up a population of 2,940 individual 
offenders responsible for 3,868 different criminal incidents.   Although offender information is 
only available for approximately 54% of all criminal incidents that occurred in the Courtenay / 
Comox region over the study period, the true make-up of the entire criminal population is 
impossible to describe.  Still, the information that is available provided a detailed picture of those 
within the criminal population who had been identified by police or victims. 
Age-Distributions of Criminal Involvements and the Criminal Population 
Age data was available for approximately 93% of all identified offenders, providing age 
data for approximately 96% of all criminal involvements.
3
  The age of the criminal population 
within this community ranged from children aged 6 to elderly adults aged 96.  The average ages 
of offenders for both the entire number of criminal involvements and the individuals within the 
criminal population were 31.4 and 31.8 years old respectively.  The median age of all criminal 
involvements was 29 years old. 
 A variety of age-crime curves could be generated using the data collected for this study.  
In order to draw a direct comparison to the conventional age-crime curve discussed in detail in 
Chapter 2, the curve is depicted here in Figure 3.1 as it was presented by Hirschi and Gottfredson 
                                                          
2
 Criminal involvement refers to anytime an identified person was associated to a criminal event as a subject of the 
complaint.  Not all criminal involvements resulted in arrests or charges. 
3
 Findings regarding criminal involvements included all offenders from the criminal population, but accounted for 
those individuals each time they were associated to a criminal incident.  Findings regarding the criminal population 
accounted for each individual only once, regardless of the number of incidents to which he or she was associated. 
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(1983).  This age-crime distribution represents the picture of the age-crime relationship that 
Hirschi and Gottfredson (1983) concluded was invariable due to its consistent reproduction 
across time and populations.  This curve shows a distribution of arrests by age, standardized to 
compare arrest rates across ages.  The curve peaks prior to age 20, and exhibits the familiar 
inverted „u‟ or „j‟ shape discussed in the literature review. 
 
Figure 3.1: Age distribution of persons arrested in the United States for all offences in 1977, standardized for 
their representation in the general population, as presented by Hirschi and Gottfredson (1983). 
 
As an initial comparison to the traditional age-crime curve, Figure 3.2 presents the age 
distribution of all criminal involvements over the one-year study period standardized by age-
group for every 100 population.
4
  The standardized data in Figure 3.2 depict a curve with a much 
greater scale of offending than that represented in Figure 3.1 because the curve presented by 
Hirschi and Gottfredson (1983) measured participation in crime using arrests whereas the data 
                                                          
4
 2007 population estimates for the Comox region by British Columbia STATS, British Columbia Ministry of Labour 
and Citizens’ Services were used to standardize the current data. 
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presented here represents all criminal involvements and not arrests exclusively.  Therefore, the 
comparison here is not one of direct quantity, but a comparison of the shape of the curve and the 
relative differences in offending across the age spectrum.  Despite the fact that Figure 3.1 
displayed crime involvement in terms of arrests whereas Figure 3.2 measured criminal 
involvements, the two curves are similarly shaped with peaks toward the lower end of the age 
scale followed by a slope into later life.  However, the curve displaying the current British 
Columbian data peaks in the 20 to 24 age-group, slightly higher on the age scale than the data 
shown in Figure 3.1. 
 
 
Figure 3.2: Age distribution of all criminal involvements from July 1, 2006 to June 30, 2007 in Courtenay / 
Comox, British Columbia, Canada, standardized for their representation in the general population. 
 
Similar to the traditional age-crime curve presented in Figure 3.1, without further 
evaluation, it is difficult to determine whether or not the data in Figure 3.2 were more 
representative of prevalence or incidence.  Figure 3.3 displays the available data in terms of 
prevalence, providing the proportions of the population within each age-group that were 
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members of the identified criminal population during the study period.  When compared to the 
curve presented in Figure 3.2, the prevalence curve again peaks at the 20 to 24 age-group and 
exhibits a similar slope in later life.  At its peak, the curve shows that over 15% of those between 
age 20 and 24 in the communities of Courtenay and Comox were members of the identified 
criminal population during the one-year study period.  The curve also shows that over 10% of the 
population of both the 15-19 and 25-29 age-groups were members of the identified criminal 
population.  Each of other age-groups represented less than 10% of the criminal population, and 
the percentage was less than 2% for each of the age-groups 55 years of age or older. 
 
 
Figure 3.3: Percentage of the population within each age-group in Courtenay / Comox, BC, Canada who are 
members of the criminal population between July 1, 2006 and June 30, 2007. 
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The curve in Figure 3.4 displays the data without standardization per population, and 
indicated the total number of identified offenders in each age-group along with the total number 
of criminal involvements for which each age-group was responsible.  These curves show distinct 
differences from the prevalence curve in Figure 3.3.  The age-distributions of offenders and 
criminal involvements both peaked in the 15 to 19 age-group, earlier than the peak of the 
prevalence curve.  These curves also displayed a second bulge between the ages of 30 and 50 
that is masked by both the curves in Figure 3.2 and 4.3.  The curves in Figure 3.4 did not show 
the similarities to the standardized age-distribution in Figure 3.2 that were apparent in the 
prevalence curve in Figure 3.3. 
 
Figure 3.4: Age distribution of all criminal involvements and individual offenders from between July 1, 2006 and 
June 30, 2007 in Courtenay / Comox, BC, Canada. 
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criminal involvements per individual for the age-groups across the study period.  This curve 
provides a measure of incidence for each of the age-groups.  On the curve, the rates rose sharply 
in the early teens, remained relatively stable across adulthood, peaking between age 35 and 40, 
and did not decline substantially until the late 60s.  Not only is this curve notably different from 
the standardized age-crime curve in Figure 3.2, but it also suggests that, between age 15 and 65, 
age plays a limited role with regard to the frequency at which an individual within the criminal 
population in this community commits crime within a year.  It is important to keep in mind that, 
inherent in these rates is a combination of a large number of offenders with single criminal 
involvements and a relatively small number of highly active members of the criminal population 
across most of the age-groups. 
 
Figure 3.5: Rates of criminal involvements per individual by age-group in Courtenay / Comox, BC, Canada from 
July 1, 2006 and June 30, 2007. 
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clearly by the prevalence curve in Figure 3.3, which showed that the younger age-groups had 
high proportions of criminally involved individuals compared to the older age-groups.  However, 
the non-standardized data presented in Figure 3.4 shows that, despite exhibiting lower prevalence 
levels, each of the three age-groups between ages 35 and 49 had a greater number of identified 
criminals compared to the 30-34 age-group.  Therefore, the population distribution across age-
groups had the potential to mask the size of the older criminal population when standardized 
curves were used to explore the relationship between age and crime.  Given that populations 
rarely have uniform numbers across age-groups, the standardized age-crime curve appeard to 
provide more insight into the prevalence of offending amongst people within age-groups than 
about age-differences in incidence or about the age-distribution of the existing criminal 
population and actual offending in a community.   
Comparison of Age-Groups 
Table 3.1 provides more detailed data about the age distribution of the criminal 
population and criminal involvements in Courtenay / Comox over the study period.  The table 
offers a comparison between the 18 different age-groups and some larger, amalgamated age-
groups.  
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Table 3.1: Comparison table of age-groups for the population of individual criminals and criminal involvements 
in Courtenay / Comox, BC, Canada from July 1, 2006 and June 30, 2007. 
*Specific population estimates were not available for the category of under age 18.  Percentages presented refer 
to estimates of people under age 20. 
  
                                                          
5
 These results are based upon 2007 population estimates data for the Comox region from British Columbia STATS, 
British Columbia Ministry of Labour and Citizens’ Services 
  Population 
Estimates
5
 
Pop. Est. 
(%) 
Criminals Crim. pop. 
(%) 
Crim. 
Involvement 
Crim. 
Inv. (%) 
Incidence Prevalence 
5-9 3072 5.09% 5 0.18% 5 0.11% 1.00 0.16% 
10-14 3885 6.43% 109 3.97% 172 3.77% 1.58 2.81% 
15-19 4216 6.98% 570 20.77% 984 21.54% 1.73 13.52% 
Youth<18 <13716* <22.7 %* 422 15.38% 709 15.52% 1.68 >3.08%* 
20-24 2963 4.91% 447 16.29% 732 16.02% 1.64 15.09% 
15-24 7179 11.90% 1017 37.06% 1716 37.57% 1.69 15.42% 
25-29 2590 4.29% 313 11.41% 501 10.97% 1.60 12.08% 
30-34 2938 4.86% 222 8.09% 394 8.63% 1.77 7.56% 
35-39 3552 5.88% 233 8.49% 441 9.65% 1.89 6.56% 
40-44 4861 8.05% 262 9.55% 455 9.96% 1.74 5.39% 
45-49 5329 8.82% 239 8.71% 387 8.47% 1.62 4.48% 
25-49 19270 31.90% 1279 46.61% 2178 47.68% 1.70 6.64% 
50-54 5114 8.47% 157 5.72% 237 5.19% 1.51 3.07% 
55-59 4973 8.23% 71 2.59% 110 2.41% 1.55 1.43% 
60-64 4392 7.27% 52 1.90% 80 1.75% 1.54 1.18% 
65-69 3454 5.72% 32 1.17% 35 0.77% 1.09 0.93% 
70-74 2824 4.68% 14 0.51% 16 0.35% 1.14 0.50% 
75-79 2113 3.50% 11 0.40% 12 0.26% 1.09 0.52% 
80-84 1509 2.5 4 0.15% 4 0.09% 1.00 0.27% 
85-89 885 1.47% 2 0.07% 2 0.04% 1.00 0.23% 
90+ 394 0.65% 1 0.04% 1 0.02% 1.00 0.25% 
50+ 25658 42.50% 344 12.54% 497 10.88% 1.44 1.34% 
Total 60396 100% 2744 100 % 4568 100% 1.66 4.54% 
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Perhaps contrary to the focus often placed upon young offenders by criminal justice 
systems, Table 3.1 shows that offenders under age 18 made up approximately 15% of the 
criminal population and criminal involvements and, as a group, were likely not over-represented.  
As is often the case in age and crime research, those between the ages of 15 and 24 were 
overrepresented in their proportion of both the criminal population and the total number of 
criminal involvements.  As a group, 15 – 24 year olds made up less than 12% of the total 
population of the Comox region in 2007, yet comprised over 37% of the criminal population in 
the communities and criminal involvements over the study period.  This 10 year age-group 
exhibited the highest prevalence levels as over 15% of people within this age-range were 
members of the identified criminal population. 
Adults between the ages of 25 and 49 were also overrepresented in both the criminal 
population and criminal involvements, but to a much lesser extent than the 15 to 24 age-group.  
The five age-groups that formed this larger group had lower levels of prevalence than those in 
the 15 – 24 age-group, but had incidence rates similar to or higher than the younger age-groups.  
Adults ranging from age 25 to 49 made up approximately 47% and 48% of the criminal 
population and criminal involvements respectively.  Although this age-group covered a 25-year 
age-range, while the „high crime-prone‟ age-group spanned 10 years, the former comprised a 
larger portion of both the criminal population and criminal involvements than the latter.  It is 
noteworthy that people over age 25 actually accounted for more than half (approximately 59%) 
of the criminal population and criminal involvements over the study period.  Adults over age 50 
made up a much smaller proportion of the criminal population and criminal involvements.   
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Gender Differences in Age-Distributions of Crime 
The age-distribution of criminal involvements exhibited distinct trends with regard to 
gender.  Over the study period, females made up approximately 26% of the criminal population, 
and were responsible for 23% of all criminal involvements.  In addition to the obvious disparity 
between the number of crimes committed by males and females, the age distributions of criminal 
involvements of males and females differed considerably.  The mean age of the male portion of 
the criminal population was 31.7 years, while it was 32.2 for the females.  The mean age of 
criminal involvements was 31.1 and 32.3 years for males and females respectively.  The median 
age of all criminal involvements was 28 years for males and 33 years for females. 
Figure 3.6 demonstrates how age-crime trends varied by gender, showing standardized 
rates of criminal involvements per 100 population.
6
  The standardized age-crime curve of males 
from this community peaked with the 20 – 24 age-group and declined thereafter.  The male 
standardized age-crime curve closely reflected the traditional conception of the age-crime 
relationship.  At no point after the peak did the rate of criminal involvements increase with age 
on the male standardized age-crime curve.  The standardized age-crime curve for females peaked 
earlier, in the 15 – 19 age-group, but was much flatter, and exhibited subsequent peaks in 
adulthood.  The conventional conception of the age-crime relationship did not strongly fit with 
the data for females shown here. 
  
                                                          
6
 2007 population estimates for the Comox region by BC STATS, BC Ministry of Labour and Citizens’ Services were 
used to standardize the current data. 
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Figure 3.6: Age distribution of all criminal involvements for males and females from July 1, 2006 to June 30, 2007 
in Courtenay / Comox, British Columbia, Canada, standardized for their representation in the general 
population. 
 
As previously discussed, the standardized data, although important for comparing the 
propensity to be involved in crime by age, does not provide a useful picture of the existing 
criminal population within the community.  Figure 3.7 presents the non-standardized age-crime 
distributions for males and females over the study period.  The curves were more similar to each 
other than the standardized curves in Figure 3.6, but did have important differences.  Both curves 
peaked in the 15 – 19 age-group and declined predictably after in the late stages of life.  
However, unlike in the male age-distribution, women between age 30 and 50 were responsible 
for more criminal involvements than women in their 20s.  The curve for males exhibited stability 
between age 30 and 50, rather than the usual gradual slope, but at no point in the curve after the 
peak did the number of criminal involvements increase notably with age.  It appears evident from 
this data that the relationship between age and crime was variable by gender for the criminal 
population in the Courtenay / Comox communities.  Perhaps age and related social factors 
influence females differently than males with regard to criminality.  
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Figure 3.7: Age distributions for criminal involvements in all crime for males and females from July 1, 2006 and 
June 30, 2007 in Courtenay / Comox, BC, Canada. 
 
Age-Distributions of Different Type of Crimes 
All of the 7,130 different crime events were categorized into one of 16 crime type 
categories.  Table 3.2 provides an overview of the data with regard to each of the crime type 
categories.  The five most commonly reported crimes in Courtenay / Comox over the study 
period were: property damage; disturbing the peace; other thefts; drug offences; and violent 
offences.  The five crime types that had the most identified involvements were: disturbing the 
peace; drug offences; violent offences; driving offences; and property damage.  Those crime 
types involving property offences generally had low percentages of events with identified 
offenders.  In fact, only 5% of cases of thefts from motor vehicles resulted in the identification of 
an offender, and the most reported crime, property damage, had a clearance rate of only 23.7%.  
Not all crimes had low levels of identification of offenders as driving offences and breaches / 
escapes had identification rates of over 95%. 
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Crime 
events 
Events w/ 
Identified 
offender 
Events w/ ID’ed 
offender (%) 
Criminal 
Involvement 
Crim. Invs. 
w/ Age Data 
Mean Age Median Age 
Violent 
Crimes 
603 479 79.4% 566 536 32.2 30 
B&E 
Commercial 
113 27 23.9% 38 36 25.1 21 
B&E 
Residential 
300 69 23.0% 90 86 28.7 26 
MV Theft 187 58 31.0% 76 75 31.3 30 
Theft from 
MV 
526 27 5.1% 42 41 24.2 21 
Shoplifting / 
PSP 
271 186 68.6% 218 216 31.6 29.5 
Other 
Thefts 
818 216 26.4% 248 225 32.2 31 
Frauds 137 57 41.6% 70 53 33.7 34 
Counterfeit 20 4 20.0% 6 5 38.6 40 
Property 
Damage 
1056 250 23.7% 376 367 23.9 19 
Disturbing 
the Peace 
976 688 70.5% 943 914 30.9 27 
Uttering 
Threats  
325 252 77.5% 290 269 35.2 37 
Breaches & 
Escapes 
237 231 97.5% 240 239 32.9 32 
Drug 
Offences 
649 561 86.4% 741 720 30.5 26 
Driving 
Offences 
475 459 96.6% 474 469 35.3 32 
Other 
Crim.Code  
437 304 69.6% 356 317 33.3 31 
All Crimes 7130 3868 54.2% 4774 4568 31.4 29 
Table 3.2: Data on all crime types from July 1, 2006 and June 30, 2007 in Courtenay / Comox, BC, Canada. 
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As is demonstrated in Table 3.2, there was variation in the age-distributions of different 
types of crimes.  Those crime types with measures of central tendency less than those for all 
crimes included commercial and residential B&Es, thefts from motor vehicles, property damage, 
disturbing the peace, and drug offences.  The other crime types had means and medians greater 
than those for all crimes, with the exception of motor vehicles thefts, in which the mean was 
slightly lower.  With the exception of counterfeiting (the least frequently reported crime type), 
those crime types in which an offender was identified in less than one-third of the cases had 
measures of central tendencies similar to or less than those for all crimes.   
Echoing what has been previously reported in age and crime literature (Sampson & Laub, 
2003; Steffensmeier et al., 1989), age distributions from the current study varied greatly by the 
type of crime committed.  Table 3.3 presents the non-standardized age distributions for all 
criminal involvements in each of the 16 different crime types.  The peak age-group for each 
crime type is highlighted on the table in blue and secondary peaks are highlighted in light red.  
Counterfeiting was the only crime type without a modal age-group, as its five involvements were 
spread over five age-groups.  For most crime types, the distribution peaked with the 15 – 19 age-
group, then exhibited a secondary bulge in the 30s or 40s.  For other crime types, such as other 
thefts, uttering threats, and breaches / escapes, the distribution was somewhat reversed, peaking 
in the 30s or 40s, and exhibiting secondary peaks in the teens and early 20s.  For nearly all crime 
types, criminal involvements from age-groups over 65 were negligible. 
When the age distributions of criminal involvements for the various crime types are 
standardized, the curves provided an indication of the propensity of each age-group to commit 
that particular crime type.  As previously discussed, the standardized age-distribution of all 
criminal involvements, as shown in Figure 3.2, peaked in the 20 – 24 age-group, despite the fact 
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that the 15 – 19 age-group was responsible for the highest number of criminal involvements.  It 
also masked the relatively large number of criminal involvements by offenders between age 35 
and 50.  However, when each crime type formed a standardized age-crime curve, the masking 
that occurs in the aggregate curve diminished.  That the age of the offender influenced the type 
of crime the offender committed was apparent in the standardized curves to a greater extent than 
in Table 3.3.   
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  5-9 10-14 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 50-54 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-74 75-79 80-84 85-89 90+ 
Violent 
Crimes 
0.0% 2.4% 18.3% 16.0% 12.7% 9.1% 11.0% 9.7% 10.6% 4.3% 2.2% 2.1% 0.6% 0.4% 0.6% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 
B&E 
Commercial 
0.0% 8.3% 33.3% 19.4% 11.1% 5.6% 13.9% 2.8% 2.8% 0.0% 0.0% 2.8% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 
B&E 
Residential 
0.0% 11.6% 20.9% 16.3% 9.3% 5.8% 17.4% 5.8% 7.0% 2.3% 2.3% 0.0% 0.0% 1.2% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 
MV Theft 0.0% 2.7% 21.3% 8.0% 14.7% 17.3% 10.7% 6.7% 10.7% 5.3% 1.3% 1.3% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 
Theft from 
MV 
0.0% 4.9% 34.1% 31.7% 7.3% 4.9% 9.8% 2.4% 0.0% 2.4% 2.4% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 
Shoplifting / 
PSP 
0.0% 9.7% 22.2% 10.2% 7.9% 7.4% 10.6% 11.1% 7.9% 5.6% 3.2% 2.3% 0.9% 0.5% 0.5% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 
Other Thefts 0.0% 3.6% 17.3% 12.4% 10.2% 17.8% 12.9% 8.0% 6.7% 5.3% 2.2% 2.7% 0.4% 0.0% 0.4% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 
Frauds 0.0% 1.9% 7.5% 18.9% 13.2% 9.4% 13.2% 17.0% 7.5% 11.3% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 
Counterfeit 0.0% 0.0% 20.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 20.0% 20.0% 20.0% 20.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 
Property 
Damage 
0.3% 15.3% 42.2% 13.4% 4.9% 3.5% 5.4% 6.0% 4.1% 1.9% 0.5% 0.5% 1.4% 0.3% 0.3% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 
Disturbing the 
Peace 
0.3% 1.9% 26.3% 16.0% 11.7% 7.0% 8.8% 8.9% 7.8% 5.9% 2.4% 1.8% 0.4% 0.5% 0.2% 0.0% 0.1% 0.1% 
Uttering 
Threats  
0.0% 4.1% 13.4% 9.7% 11.9% 6.3% 10.0% 20.4% 11.5% 6.7% 2.6% 1.5% 0.7% 0.0% 0.7% 0.4% 0.0% 0.0% 
Breaches and 
Escapes 
0.0% 0.0% 12.6% 17.2% 10.0% 19.2% 12.6% 9.6% 10.9% 5.4% 1.7% 0.4% 0.0% 0.0% 0.4% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 
Drug Offences 0.0% 0.8% 24.4% 19.0% 11.8% 7.9% 8.9% 10.3% 7.8% 4.6% 2.6% 1.3% 0.1% 0.1% 0.1% 0.1% 0.0% 0.0% 
Driving 
Offences 
0.0% 0.0% 7.5% 23.0% 15.1% 8.3% 9.4% 10.0% 9.2% 7.2% 3.2% 3.6% 2.3% 0.9% 0.0% 0.0% 0.2% 0.0% 
Other 
Criminal Code  
0.3% 6.9% 19.6% 12.3% 7.3% 8.2% 7.9% 11.7% 11.4% 5.4% 4.1% 2.2% 1.9% 0.3% 0.0% 0.6% 0.0% 0.0% 
All Crimes 0.1% 3.8% 21.5% 16.0% 11.0% 8.6% 9.7% 10.0% 8.5% 5.2% 2.4% 1.8% 0.8% 0.4% 0.3% 0.1% 0.0% 0.0% 
Table 3.3: Non-Standardized age-distributions for criminal involvements in all crime types from July 1, 2006 and June 30, 2007 in Courtenay / Comox, BC, 
Canada. 
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Figure 3.8 a) and b) show the standardized age-distributions of six crime types from this 
study.  From these distributions, it was apparent that the propensity for involvement in different 
crime types varied by age.  The age-distribution of property damage crimes was highly 
concentrated among younger offenders in the 15 – 19 age-group, epitomizing the common 
conception of crime as a young man‟s game.  To a lesser extent, thefts from motor vehicles 
exhibited the same pattern. Shoplifting / possession of stolen property crimes had a similar 
distribution, but the curve also peaked later in life.  The age-distribution of violent crimes, drug 
crimes, and driving crimes maintained the general shape of the aggregate standardized age-crime 
curve with less concentration toward younger offenders than crimes such as property damage 
and theft from motor vehicles.  The other crime types showed much flatter curves which 
generally peaked at an older age.  With the exception of thefts from motor vehicles, the crimes 
that exhibit peaks in youth or early 20s continued to have rates in older adulthood higher than 
most other crimes.  To the contrary, it appeared that crimes such as motor vehicle thefts, other 
thefts, frauds, uttering threats, and breaches, which peaked at later age-groups, were those that 
had some of the lowest propensity rates for the younger (15 – 19) age-group.  In general, 
desistance forces appeared to occur for every crime type, however, the findings from these 
standardized curves and data in Table 3.3 suggested that aging processes affected different types 
of offences in different ways. 
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a) 
 
b) 
Figure 3.8: Standardized age-distributions for 12 different crime types from July 1, 2006 and June 30, 2007 in 
Courtenay / Comox, BC, Canada. 
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Co-offending Differences by Age 
  Although the age-crime distributions indicated some important distinctions, each 
consistently depicted a relatively high level of criminal involvement of younger offenders, 
generally in the 15 to 19 and 20 to 24 age-groups.  Despite evidence of a relatively substantial 
role played by older age-groups, the consistently high criminal involvement of young people 
relative to their proportions in the general population was consistent with the earlier notion that 
crime is a young man‟s game.  However, given the lack of predictive success of future crime 
rates based on known age-structure changes (Levitt, 1999; Marvell & Moody, 1991), perhaps 
high levels of criminal involvement do not necessarily translate into equally high levels of 
responsibility for criminal events.  This could be, as Warr (2002) suggested, a function of the 
tendency of younger offenders to commit crime in groups, thus increasing levels of criminal 
involvement without greatly increasing criminal events.  As Figure 3.9 demonstrates, levels of 
co-offending were much higher for younger age-groups and declined with age until age 60.   
 
Figure 3.9: Percentages of criminal involvements involving co-offenders by age-group from July 1, 2006 and June 
30, 2007 in Courtenay / Comox, BC, Canada. 
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Perhaps the notion that crime is committed overwhelmingly by young people has been 
overstated; influenced by high levels of prevalence and co-offending among those in younger 
age-groups.  Figure 3.10 illustrates this point in that the high peak in the age distribution of 
criminal involvements diminished when the curve was changed to depict only one offender per 
criminal event.  Although younger offenders continued to outnumber other age-groups in their 
responsibility for overall crime events, the distributions from Figure 3.10 demonstrated that the 
responsibility for a community‟s crime problem that fell on the „crime prone‟ age-group may not 
be as overwhelming as commonly perceived. 
 
Figure 3.10: Comparison of the age distribution of all criminal involvements to the age distribution of one 
criminal involvement per criminal incident using the youngest and oldest offenders involved in each criminal 
event from July 1, 2006 and June 30, 2007 in Courtenay / Comox, BC, Canada. 
 
Comparison of Criminal Convictions by Age-Group 
 Of the 29,40 individual offenders who comprised the identified criminal population in 
Courtenay / Comox during the one-year period of this study, 799 offenders had been convicted 
of at least one prior offence.  Although the lack of a criminal record did not necessarily mean 
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that an individual had never been involved in crime in the past, with less than 30% of offenders 
having had a criminal record, it is evident that the majority of offenders within the criminal 
population were either first time offenders, or had at least been generally law-abiding in the past.  
Table 3.4 presents the number and percentage of offenders from each age-group who had at least 
one previous conviction.  
 
Criminal 
Record 
 
Criminal Record 
5 - 9 
0 
50 - 54 
81 
.0% 51.6% 
10 - 14 
0 
55 - 59 
25 
.0% 35.2% 
15 - 19 
40 
60 - 64 
20 
7.0% 38.5% 
20 - 24 
80 
65 - 69 
4 
17.9% 12.5% 
25 - 29 
87 
70 - 74 
3 
27.8% 21.4% 
30 - 34 
105 
75 - 79 
1 
47.3% 9.1% 
35 - 39 
108 
80 - 84 
0 
46.4% .0% 
40 - 44 
134 
85 - 89 
0 
51.1% .0% 
45 - 49 
110 
90+ 
1 
46.0% 100.0% 
Total 799  
 
29.1% 
 
Table 3.4: The number and percentage of offenders from each age-group within the criminal population who 
had a prior criminal record in Courtenay / Comox, BC, Canada from July 1, 2006 and June 30, 2007. 
  
With the exception of the 40 – 44 and the 50 – 54 age-groups, all other age groups had a 
minority of offenders ever convicted of a previous crime.  However, a pattern was apparent with 
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regard to age.  The youngest age-groups had no persons with prior convictions, but as the age 
groups got older, the percentage of offenders with criminal records also increased.  By the 30 – 
34 age-group, nearly half of all offenders had a conviction; this rate remained stable until the 55 
– 59 age-group where it declined.  One offender over age 90 had a criminal record, breaking the 
pattern of decline observed across the oldest age-groups.  Perhaps it is intuitive that older 
offenders would have a higher likelihood of having been previously convicted, since they have 
had more years in which to break the law and be caught.  However, what remained notable from 
this table was that, even among the older age-groups, a considerable proportion, and sometimes 
the majority of offenders, appeared to be first-time offenders. 
 Based on the findings from Table 3.4, it is probable that just as the likelihood of having 
been previously convicted increased with age up to a certain point, so too should the mean 
number of previous convictions.  There was a weak but significant positive correlation between 
an offender‟s age and his or her total past convictions (r= .185, p= .000).  Table 3.5 presents the 
mean number of prior convictions for each age group.  Again, with the exception of the one 
offender over the age of 90, it appeared that, for active offenders within the criminal population, 
the number of prior convictions increased with age until approximately age 65.  Importantly, the 
data suggested that many of those offenders who were criminally active in their later adulthood 
had been involved in criminality frequently throughout their past.  Of course, as Table 3.4 
indicates, there were still many offenders within the criminal population at all ages who had 
never been convicted of a crime. 
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Age-Group Number of Offenders Mean 
5 - 9 5 .00 
10 - 14 109 .00 
15 - 19 570 .31 
20 - 24 447 .95 
25 - 29 313 2.54 
30 - 34 222 5.28 
35 - 39 233 4.08 
40 - 44 262 4.90 
45 - 49 239 5.24 
50 - 54 157 5.32 
55 - 59 71 3.35 
60 - 64 52 6.25 
65 - 69 32 .63 
70 - 74 14 .79 
75 - 79 11 .55 
80 - 84 4 .00 
85 - 89 2 .00 
90+ 1 17.00 
Total 2744 2.74 
 
Table 3.5: Comparison of mean number of prior convictions for offenders across each age-group within the 
criminal population of Courtenay / Comox, BC, Canada from July 1, 2006 and June 30, 2007.  
Differences in Offending Rates by Age 
 The curve depicting incidence rates for criminal involvements in Figure 3.5 revealed that 
rates of offending over the year did not vary predictably by age, especially for those offenders 
between age 15 and 65.  However, an analysis of offending rates using past convictions across 
the criminal history of the offender revealed a different trend.  For each offender who had a prior 
conviction, an offence rate was calculated to determine the average number of months between 
each conviction, accounting for time sentenced to custody.
7
  There was a statistically significant 
medium strength positive correlation between an offender‟s age and offence rate (r=.375, 
                                                          
7
 The offence rate was measured by dividing the difference between an offender’s length of criminal history and 
the total months of sentenced custody by the subject’s total number of convictions. 
50 
 
p=.000).  This suggested that as offenders aged, the time between each conviction increased.  
Table 3.6 demonstrates this trend as it provides the average historical offence rate for each of the 
age-groups. 
 Offenders Mean Offence Rate (months) 
15 - 19 40 11.11 
20 - 24 80 14.74 
25 - 29 87 22.47 
30 - 34 105 36.58 
35 - 39 134 55.92 
40 - 44 104 61.29 
45 - 49 110 58.95 
50 - 54 81 67.12 
55 - 59 25 93.33 
60 - 64 20 102.17 
65 - 69 4 73.91 
70 - 74 3 89.93 
75 - 79 1 78.38 
90+ 1 24.18 
Total 799 48.36 
 
Table 3.6: Comparison of mean historical offence rates of each age-group within the criminal population of 
Courtenay / Comox, BC, Canada from July 1, 2006 and June 30, 2007 who had a prior criminal record. 
 
Trends in Custody Sentencing by Age  
 As there was a positive correlation between the age of offenders and the number of 
previous convictions on their criminal records, one could expect a similar correlation between 
age and the number of months offenders had been sentenced to custody throughout their lifetime.  
A correlation of the data from the criminal population of Courtenay / Comox indicated that a 
statistically significant, but weak positive correlation existed between age and the total number 
of months sentenced to custody (r = .132, p=.000).  Table 3.7 provides the mean lifetime number 
of months served in custody for each of the age-groups, and demonstrates that a positive 
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relationship between age and lifetime custody generally holds until approximately age 65.  The 
large mean for the 60 – 64 age-group was the result of a small number of offenders with lengthy 
custody histories. 
 Offenders Mean Number of Months of Custody 
5 - 9 5 0.00 
10 - 14 109 0.00 
15 - 19 570 0.05 
20 - 24 447 0.30 
25 - 29 313 1.62 
30 - 34 222 4.94 
35 - 39 233 3.96 
40 - 44 262 5.63 
45 - 49 239 7.92 
50 - 54 157 5.94 
55 - 59 71 5.12 
60 - 64 52 13.44 
65 - 69 32 0.88 
70 - 74 14 1.96 
75 - 79 11 0.05 
80 - 84 4 0.00 
85 - 89 2 0.00 
90+ 1 36.00 
Total 2744 2.97 
 
Table 3.7: Comparison of mean lifetime number of months of sentenced custody for each age-group within the 
criminal population of Courtenay / Comox, BC, Canada from July 1, 2006 and June 30, 2007. 
 
 Since increased age provides more opportunities for offences, and more time to serve in 
custody, a comparison of lifetime custody provides little insight into the relationship between age 
and custody sentencing practices.  Therefore, Table 3.8 provides the mean number of months of 
sentenced custody per year of criminal history for all offenders who have received a criminal 
conviction.  Custody sentencing patterns did not vary predictably by age (see Table 3.8).  The 
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correlation between age and the number of months of sentenced custody per year was weak and 
positive, but not statistically significant (r = .031, p= .387).   
 Offenders Mean Number of Months of Custody per Year 
15 - 19 40 0.17 
20 - 24 80 0.26 
25 - 29 87 0.58 
30 - 34 105 0.69 
35 - 39 134 0.46 
40 - 44 104 0.48 
45 - 49 110 0.60 
50 - 54 81 0.37 
55 - 59 25 0.40 
60 - 64 20 0.82 
65 - 69 4 0.16 
70 - 74 3 0.18 
75 - 79 1 0.01 
90+ 1 0.97 
Total 799 0.49 
 
Table 3.8: Comparison of mean number of months of sentenced custody per year of criminal history for each 
age-group within the criminal population of Courtenay / Comox, BC, Canada from July 1, 2006 and June 30, 2007 
who had a prior criminal record. 
 
Analysis of the Effects of Age of First Conviction 
 Although Table 3.4 reveals that large portions of the identified criminal population of all 
age-groups had never been previously convicted and, therefore, may have been first-time 
offenders, there were very few convicted offenders who had their first convictions after the early 
stage of adulthood.  Of the 799 offenders with a previous conviction, only 10% had received 
their first conviction at the age of 35 or after.  More than 50% of those individuals with a 
criminal record (51.7%) were convicted for the first time before age 20.  Moreover, slightly more 
than one-quarter of all convicted offenders from the criminal population (27.7%) received their 
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first conviction prior to age 18.  The average age of first conviction for the population of 
previously convicted offenders was 22.3 years. 
 Past research has investigated whether or not the age of onset of offending provided a 
predictor of future criminality (Blumstein et al., 1985; Farrington et al., 2006; Moffit, 1993; 
Nagin & Land, 1993; Natsuaki et al., 2008; Sampson & Laub, 2003).  As was the case with some 
other questions regarding changes to crime across the lifespan, this dataset lacked the 
longitudinal design to properly address the effect of beginning a criminal career at an early age.  
However, by isolating the data from several age-groups, it was possible to determine whether 
correlations existed between the age of first conviction and other measures of an offender‟s 
criminal behaviour.  Table 3.9 provides correlations between the age of first conviction and the 
number of previous convictions, the number of months of sentenced custody received, the 
offence rate, and the length of criminal history for five of the population‟s age-groups.  Again, it 
would be expected that these variables would be related since the earlier an offender starts his 
criminal career, the more time he has to accumulate convictions.  
 
 
Offenders Total Convictions Months of Custody Offence rate 
Length of 
Criminal History 
20 - 24 
80 
r=-.478
**
 r=-.408
**
 r=.005 r=-.849
**
 
30 - 34 
105 
r=-.523
**
 r=-.461
**
 r=.108 r=-.957
**
 
40 - 44 
134 
r=-.301
**
 r=-.182
*
 r=-.030 r=-.969
**
 
50 - 54 
81 
r=-.331
**
 r=-.274
*
 r=-.114 r=-.993
**
 
60 - 64 
20 
r=-.517
*
 r=-.397 r=.350 r=-.996
**
 
 
Table 3.9: Correlations between age of first conviction and four other criminal history variables for five age-
groups within the criminal population of Courtenay / Comox, BC, Canada from July 1, 2006 and June 30, 2007 
who had a prior criminal record. 
*correlation is significant at the .05 level (two tailed) 
**correlation is significant at the .01 level (two tailed) 
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 Table 3.9 offers some insight into the usefulness of age of first conviction as a predictor 
of future criminal behaviour.  Perhaps misleading is the strong correlation between age of first 
conviction and the length of criminal history.  As this dataset included only active offenders, it 
was impossible to include any offenders who desisted from crime, and thus the length of criminal 
history was a measure of the length of time between an offender‟s first conviction and the crime 
event to which his association resulted in identification as a member of the criminal population 
during the one-year study period.  Therefore, the correlations near -1 were a product of the 
measurement of an offender‟s length of criminal history, which was necessarily longer the earlier 
he received his first conviction. 
 However, the other correlations may provide more useful information with regard to the 
question of age of onset.  For each age cohort examined in Table 3.9, there was a medium 
strength negative correlation between the age of first conviction and the total number of 
convictions accumulated.  The strengths of these correlations was because an earlier age of onset 
allowed for a longer length of criminal history than one‟s peers, rather than a difference of 
offending rates between early and later starters.  This is made further evident by the non-
significant correlations between offence rate and age of first conviction for each of the five age-
group cohorts.  Finally, age of onset appeared to be negatively correlated with the total months 
sentenced to custody for each age-group cohort, but the strength of the relationship and its 
significance varied by age-group.  Without the benefit of a longitudinal design to follow early 
and late starters, and a way to account for desisters, it is difficult to adequately measure the 
influence that age of onset had on future criminality. 
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Summary of Important Findings 
 There were many important findings from the first stage of analysis.  Generally, the 
standardized age-crime curve from the current data reflected the traditional age-crime curve 
presented by Hirsch and Gottfredson (1983), but appeared to indicate a shift toward older 
offenders.  This shift was demonstrated in the finding that over half of all criminal involvements 
were associated to adult offenders aged 25 and over.  As suggested by Farrington (1986), the 
standardized age-crime curve was more indicative of the age-distribution of prevalence than of 
incidence, as the latter showed little predictable variation by age.  Furthermore, consistent with 
past research by Steffensmeier et al.(1989) and Steffensmeier and Streifel (1990), age-crime 
curves differed substantially by gendered and by crime type.  Levels of co-offending also varied 
considerably with age, as younger offenders were much more likely than older offenders to be 
involved in crime as a co-offender. 
 The second stage of analysis provided interesting findings about the past criminal history 
of the Courtenay / Comox criminal population.  Overall, less than 30% of all offenders had a 
previous conviction.  Even among older offenders the proportions were generally under 50%.  
The number of previous convictions and the time in between each conviction increased with age, 
but the average number of months of sentenced custody per year showed no statistically 
significant trend.  As one would expect, the age of an offender provided a predictor of the extent 
of past offending and lifetime months of incarceration.  It appeared that younger offenders were 
convicted more frequently than older offenders, but there was little to support that custody 
sentencing depends on age.  Furthermore, without a longitudinal design, the analysis of the 
usefulness of age of onset as a predictor of future offending was largely inconclusive.  
Explanations and implications for these findings are discussed in the following chapter.
56 
 
CHAPTER FOUR: DISCUSSION  
A Current Picture of Age and Crime 
 The findings from the previous chapter provided important insight into the understanding 
of the relationship between age and crime.  Based on the data from the Courtenay / Comox 
communities in British Columbia, Canada, it can be argued that the common notion of crime as a 
young man‟s game provided an incomplete description of the current crime picture.  It remained 
true that young men, specifically those within the 15 – 24 age-group, had higher standardized 
rates of offending per 100 population than any other age-group from either gender, but as a more 
thorough analysis revealed, the crime problem extended considerably beyond one „crime-prone 
age-group‟.  Older adult offenders between the ages of 25 and 50 were involved in a 
considerable amount of crime for which the familiar understanding of the age-crime relationship 
failed to account.  Although young males have been and continue to be responsible for a 
disproportionate amount of criminal involvement, the body of findings in the previous chapter 
suggested that a shift away from the typical youth-concentrated age-crime distributions are a 
potential reality for some criminal justice jurisdictions.  
 Important to this argument was the finding that the standardized age-crime curve from 
the current British Columbian data peaked later than does the curve depicting an American age-
crime distribution in 1977 presented by Hirschi and Gottfredson (1983).  Furthermore, the slope 
of the curve from this paper appears to be less steep than the traditional age-crime curve, 
indicating a more gradual decline from the high crime-prone age-groups into older adulthood.  
Of course, a direct comparison between the current data and those presented by Hirschi and 
Gottfredson (1983) was difficult, as the curve depicted in this paper measured crime using 
criminal involvements as opposed to the arrests used in the traditional curve.  In addition to 
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higher rates when the dependent variable was measured in total criminal involvements rather 
than arrests, there may be other important differences between the two measures.  For example, 
arrest policies and police discretion could play a role in arrest rates, potentially biasing the age-
distribution in either direction.  Along the same line of reasoning, arrest rates may provide a 
better indication of responsibility for criminal activity, as measures of criminal involvement may 
be over-inclusive in some situations, as further investigation of a crime event might lead to 
exoneration for some identified offenders.  However, despite the differences, the two curves 
exhibited similar shapes, and offer an initial comparison between a current age-crime distribution 
and the conventional age-crime curve. 
 Further evidence of the considerably larger role played by older offenders in the total 
crime problem was apparent in the non-standardized distribution of criminal involvements in 
Courtenay / Comox by age.  One of the most prominent findings from this study was that nearly 
60% of all criminal involvements were associated to offenders aged 25 and older.  Youth and 
younger adults combined for more than 40% of all criminal involvements, with those under age 
18 accounting for approximately 15%.  Furthermore, the analysis from Chapter Three indicated 
that the standardized age-crime distribution generally reflected the prevalence of offending by 
age, rather than the actual distribution of offending within the specified jurisdiction.  As was 
discussed in the introduction of this paper, the populations of Canadian communities are aging as 
older adult citizens increasingly outnumber youth and young adults(Statistics Canada, 2007).  
Therefore, although youth and younger adults have a higher likelihood of being involved in 
crime, those communities with high proportions of adults will generally see older adult offenders 
outnumber youth and younger adult offenders in terms of both criminal involvements and the 
criminal population. 
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  Furthermore, the results from this study indicated that the culpability for a community‟s 
crime problem may be even less attributable to youth and younger adults than an analysis of 
criminal involvements alone might suggest.  Approximately 50% of all criminal involvements of 
those offenders within the 15 – 19 age-group were as a co-offender.  The percentage of co-
offending criminal involvements for the 20 – 24 age-group was approximately 30%, higher than 
any older age-group, and co-offending amongst the 10 – 14 age-group was approximately 70%.  
These findings reflected those from Hodgson‟s (2007) research in which the proportion of 
offences involving co-offending also decreased with age.  It was unclear whether the high levels 
of co-offending among younger offenders alone offered a strong enough explanation for the 
shape of the age-crime, as Warr (2002) suggested, since the non-standardized age-distributions 
of criminal involvements from Figure 3.10, which eliminated the effects of co-offending, still 
showed that the 15 – 19 age-group were responsible for a higher number of crime events than 
any other age-group.  However, co-offending was a substantial contributor to the disparity 
between the levels of criminal involvements of the younger and older age-groups, and, therefore, 
the results of the co-offending analysis from this paper did not appear to refute Warr‟s (2002) 
claim as did the findings of Stolzenberg and D‟Alessio (2008).  When the results of the co-
offending analysis were coupled with the fact that offenders age 25 and over were responsible 
for nearly 60% of criminal involvements, the approximately 40% of criminal involvements 
attributable to those under 25 was between 35% and 37% of all crime events.  
 It was evident that offenders of all ages played some role in the crime problem in this 
sample.  The exploration of the relationship between age and crime has been an enduring focus 
of criminological research and, although past findings have consistently articulated that crime 
was primarily a product of youth and young adults, reconsideration of the role of age as a factor 
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in the crime problem is warranted.  The remainder of this chapter focuses on aspects of crime 
and criminality that influence how the relationship between age and crime can be understood.  
Incorporating the findings presented in the previous chapter, the subsequent sections explore 
why age-distributions of crime might vary by jurisdiction and present factors that must be 
considered when interpreting the meaning of those age-distributions.   
Age-Distributions and the ‘Dark Offender’ 
 The true age-distribution of most criminal populations and the criminal involvements for 
which they are responsible is currently impossible to gauge since the necessary data is not 
readily available.  Instead, analyses can only be conducted on the data gathered by police and 
other criminal justice agents.  As mentioned previously, only approximately 55% of all crime 
events that came to the attention of police over a year in the Courtenay / Comox jurisdiction had 
at least one identified offender associated to the case.  It is those unknown offenders from the 
unsolved reported crimes and all unreported crime that constitute the „dark offender‟ population.  
The potential for this „dark offender‟ population to be of comparable size to that of the identified 
offender population leaves the findings from this and other analyses of criminal populations and 
crime event data open to debate, particularly discussion on whether the age characteristics of 
those individuals who get caught for their crimes reflect the total criminal population.  
 It is possible that the likelihood of getting caught is dependent on a number of factors, 
including physical attributes, skills and experiences, and the type of criminal endeavour.  In his 
discussion of age and crime, Farrington (1986) referred to changes in physical strength and skill 
with age suggesting that when these attributes peak, so too may the offender‟s rates of 
criminality.  At the same time, it can be expected that with increased strength, skills, and 
experience, offenders would be better able to avoid detection and implication in criminal 
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investigations.  This may relate to the research of Morselli et al. (2006) with regard to criminal 
mentorship as mentored criminals may increase their efficiency, productivity, and avoidance of 
law enforcement as they continue their criminal careers into adulthood. 
 The question of whether the identified criminal population and their associated criminal 
involvements share age characteristics with those criminals who avoid law enforcement becomes 
even more important when considering the age-distributions of different crime types.  As Table 
3.2 from the previous chapter indicated, many crimes, especially property crimes, had low 
clearance rates, with thefts from motor vehicles having had an associated offender identified in 
only 5% of reported cases.  Differences in avoidance skills by age may have a pronounced effect 
on the age-distributions of property crimes.  It becomes apparent from Table 3.3 that the age-
distributions of involvement in many of those property crimes with low clearance rates had 
concentrated peaks in the 15 – 19 age-group.  Inherent in property crimes is the fact that targets 
tend to be unguarded, minimizing the risk of being caught compared to other victim-reported 
crime.  However, it is unclear whether the overrepresentation of younger offenders in these 
crimes is a result of these types of crimes appealing more to those age-groups who may have 
lower self-control or of the inexperience of youthful offenders leading to apprehension and 
implication in these types of crimes more often than older offenders.  If the former is more 
accurate, it is likely that the low clearance rates of property offences mask an even greater 
disparity between the criminal involvements of younger and older offenders, potentially in terms 
of both prevalence and incidence.  However, in the case that the latter is true, it could be 
expected that the older and more experienced offenders would be responsible for a greater 
proportion of the crime problem than can currently be confirmed. 
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 Any age differences between identified offenders and those who „got away with it‟ may 
also be a product of police practices.  The disparity between the clearance rates of different crime 
types is partly because certain crimes, including breaches, driving crimes, drug crimes, and 
possession of stolen property, cannot be accounted for without police intervention and the 
subsequent identification of an offender.  Therefore, to a certain extent, police practices influence 
the measurable makeup of the criminal population as these unreported crimes are generally the 
result of police patrols, random stops, and other proactive police work.  Any age biases in police 
practices would likely create differences between the age-distributions of those who get caught 
for these types of crimes and those who do not, although avoidance skills may also play an 
important role.  These types of biases are much less likely to affect victim-reported crimes, such 
as property and violent offences, since offenders are more likely to be identified using witness 
information and other investigative techniques. 
 Regardless of the reasons why some offenders become identified and others do not, there 
is a substantial proportion of the criminal population for which research cannot account.  
Unfortunately, the current understanding of the age-distribution of the criminal population must 
rely solely on generalizations made about the characteristics of those offenders who have been 
identified by police.  These generalizations may adequately reflect the entirety of the criminal 
population, but it is important to remain cognizant of the existence of a potentially large „dark 
offender‟ population.  Perhaps alternative research designs, such as self-report studies, could 
provide further insight into the question of whether there are age differences between those 
offenders who are identified and those who ultimately make up the „dark offender‟ population.  
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The Influence of Criminal Justice Practices on Age-Distributions 
 Criminal justice practices in a jurisdiction can affect the age composition of a criminal 
population in more ways than by simply influencing who becomes identified by the police.  
Legislative differences and sentencing practices may also affect the age distribution of the 
criminal population in different locations.  For example, Farrington (1986) discussed the 
influence that the legal age of criminal responsibility could have on age-distributions that rely on 
legally prescribed criminal justice actions, such as arrests or convictions.  The behaviour of 
anyone outside of the legal age limit for criminal responsibility would not be accounted for using 
those measures of criminality.  Despite the fact that children under 15 were responsible for less 
than 4% of criminal involvements over the one-year period in Courtenay / Comox, excluding the 
behaviour of children under a particular age would cause a change, albeit a minor one, to the 
age-crime curve.  Moffit (1993) suggested that failing to account for the deviant behaviour of 
young children weakens the ability of researchers to differentiate between those offenders who 
will desist from crime in late adolescence and those who will continue with life-long offending. 
 Furthermore, certain jurisdictions may employ criminal legislation that specifically target 
one age-group over another.  One example of such a crime is truancy, which criminalizes the 
actions of school-aged students who are absent from school without the consent or knowledge of 
a parent or legal guardian.  A jurisdiction with legislated and enforced truancy laws might 
experience higher relative rates of offending among school-aged age-groups than would a 
jurisdiction without a legal response to truancy.  Other potential activities that could be 
criminalized exclusively for younger age-groups, such as the possession of alcohol and/or 
tobacco products, would also vary by jurisdiction in terms of both which ages are targeted and 
whether the violations are dealt with through criminal justice agencies.  Although these types of 
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offences are not considered criminal events in the current data from Courtenay / Comox, 
comparisons to age-crime distributions from other jurisdictions would require consideration of 
the possibility that such legislative and enforcement differences may exist. 
 Sentencing practices are also likely to differ by jurisdiction, and these differences could 
potentially create variation in age-crime distributions.  Sentencing practices have the potential to 
influence the criminal population in terms of deterrence and incapacitation.  If the deterrent 
effects of different sentences varied by age, jurisdictions might experience an age-distribution of 
their active criminal populations that reflected the sentencing practices in place.  Most 
commonly, this is thought of in terms of prison sentences, since offenders may view lengthy 
terms of incarceration as more costly once they are older, have past prison experience, and/or 
have greater concern for their family, their employment, or other aspects of their lives.  The 
difference in evaluations of the costs of crime between young and old may be more pronounced 
in jurisdictions where the threat of incarceration or other penalties is more severe. 
 In analyzing the data on custody sentencing history for the criminal population of 
Courtenay / Comox, the lack of a deterrent effect of sentences may have contributed to the size 
of the older adult portion of the criminal population.  As Table 3.7 indicated, the lifetime amount 
of time spent incarcerated was low for most offenders.  Of course, this was partly due to fact that 
less than 30% of the criminal population had a prior conviction.  However, even among those 
who had received at least one past conviction and, therefore, were not deterred by their previous 
sentence or sentences, the average number of lifetime months of sentenced custody was 
approximately 10.2 months with an average 184.6 month criminal history.  Moreover, the rate of 
months of sentenced custody per year did not predictably increase with age suggesting that older 
offenders were at no greater risk of receiving a more severe sentence than were younger 
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offenders.  The average number of months of sentenced custody per year for those offenders who 
had received a past conviction was less than half a month.  Although those offenders who were 
highly active and had been throughout their criminal careers would likely have much higher rates 
of incarceration, generally it appeared that lengthy terms in custody were received by relatively 
few and did not depend on age. 
 Although the deterrent effect of any sanction is debatable, there is reason to believe that 
lengthy terms of incarceration could lead to changes in the age-distribution of the criminal 
population due to the effects of incapacitation.  A jurisdiction that typically imposes longer 
sentences would tend to have much lower rates of offending in the age-groups following the 
peak age-group for obtaining a criminal record.  Since the average age of first conviction for the 
Courtenay / Comox criminal population was approximately 22 years old, it is probable that the 
size of the active population of offenders in their late 20s and 30s would decrease if the length of 
sentences increased substantially.  Assuming a “three strikes approach”8 had existed across the 
lifetimes of the offenders from the Courtenay / Comox population, nearly 20% of all offenders 
would have, at some point, received a custody sentence that would have rendered them “out”.  
Of those who would have received a lengthy mandatory sentence, 20% would have been “out” 
prior to age 18, and almost 50% before age 22.  Of course, since three strikes laws target serious 
indictable or felony offences, these numbers overestimate the effects of such laws on the 
criminal population, but it is still probable that a large number of older offenders would have 
been unable to commit crimes due to incapacitation from the sentences received when they were 
in their 20s. 
                                                          
8
 Three Strikes Laws became popular in the 1990s in many US States, prescribing mandatory minimum sentences 
for a third serious felony (Stolzenberg & D’Alessio, 1997).  In many cases, the prescribed sentence is a life 
sentence. 
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 In many ways, the age-distribution of the Courtenay / Comox criminal population was a 
product of the criminal justice practices in Canada, British Columbia, and the community itself.  
As criminal justice systems and their practices differ by jurisdiction, it should be expected that 
age-distributions of active criminal populations will also vary.  The practices employed by 
criminal justice systems can shape the age-distribution of the criminal population, which can 
prove beneficial when combined with knowledge of how other factors contribute to the age-
crime relationship.  It is important to gain an understanding of how criminal justice practices 
influence the age-distributions of crime in a community since these issues may be overlooked in 
the creation of new criminal justice policies.   
Understanding the Relationship between Age and Crime 
 Explanations for the age-distribution of criminal involvements are important if 
criminological research on age and crime is going to provide guidance to criminal justice policy.  
The criminal justice implications of the findings outlined in this paper and other research depend 
greatly on whether age-distributions of crime are more a function of a direct causal relationship 
between the two variables or the result of influences from other factors that accompany aging.  
The position taken by Hirschi and Gottfredson (1983) was the former; that inherent in the aging 
process was that offending patterns would peak in adolescence and decline in later life.  Such a 
direct relationship appears to have straightforward implications for criminal justice policy: direct 
resources toward youth.  Whether through incapacitation policies, increased supervision, or other 
prevention policies, resources expended would be used to inhibit the criminality of younger 
offenders before natural desistance processes developed.  Much fewer resources would be spent 
on older offenders, as age would provide an inherent impediment to future criminality. 
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 However, other commentators (Farrington, 1986; Greenberg, 1985; Moffit, 1993) have 
argued against a direct causal relationship between age and crime.  Without an invariant causal 
relationship, age-distributions are then either the result of changes to important social variables, 
the aggregation of the crimes of different types of offenders distinguished by personal 
characteristics, or a combination of both.  Farrington (1986) maintained that a direct causal 
relationship could not be confirmed without evidence that individual-level crime rates exhibited 
a predictable pattern of peak and decline with age that reflected the aggregate age-crime curve.  
Furthermore, Greenberg (1985) provided historical evidence from various jurisdictions to 
support his claim that social changes affected age-distributions.  The policy implications of other 
explanations of the distribution of age and crime are more complex and dependent on other 
explanatory variables.  Therefore, efforts might be put toward finding practices that could 
encourage desistance from crime, or separate high-risk offenders from those with low-risk. 
 To determine to what extent the current data supported or refuted a direct causal 
relationship, it is important to explore the changes in individual-level crime rates by age, as 
emphasized by Farrington (1986), since that variable offers a measure of active criminality at 
each stage in the criminal career.  Although criminal involvement appears to be a behaviour 
more common to youth and younger adults than those in other age-groups, as is evident from the 
comparison of standardized criminal involvement and prevalence rates, the current data did not 
support the claim that younger offenders committed more crime per person than older offenders.  
However, the discrepancy between the age trends with regard to current incidence rates and 
historical offence rates complicated the issue.  The comparison of the incidence rates of each 
age-group over the one-year study period indicated that age played a limited role in determining 
how many criminal involvements an offender accumulated throughout the year, while the 
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analysis of historical offence rates revealed that the mean number of months between each 
conviction increased with age. 
 A number of possible explanations could account for the discrepancy between current 
and historical individual-level crime rates.  Since the lowest mean number of months between 
convictions was 11 months, a 12 month study period does not allow enough time for an adequate 
analysis of current incidence rates.  A second possibility is that with age and experience, not only 
can offenders better avoid detection and apprehension, but they also have the potential to gain 
skills defending against conviction.  This may be a result of being more careful during the 
commission of a crime, working without an accomplice that may risk further implication, or by 
learning to manoeuvre through the court process.  Another possibility is that cohort or period 
effects, including changes to criminal justice practices over time, are responsible for the 
differences in historical conviction rates across age-groups.  A more detailed longitudinal 
exploration would be required to determine whether rates of offending changed predictably 
across the lifespan, and what might explain the discrepancy between the age trends of current 
incidence rates and historical offence rates found in this study. 
 Personal and social variables were not collected in the dataset, so the results presented in 
this paper have a limited ability to explore most explanations for the age-crime relationship.  
Despite the lack of such variables, the current findings can lend some support to the ideas at the 
foundation of Moffit‟s (1993) dual taxonomy.  Most notably is the evidence that the proportions 
of offenders with criminal records and extensive criminal histories increased in the older age-
groups.  There are offenders in the population who have consistently contributed to the crime 
problem as „life-course persistent‟ offenders.  However, these offenders alone do not account for 
the tail of the age-crime curve, since more than half of the offenders between 30 and 65 had 
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never been previously convicted.  The large number of first-time offenders at all age-groups 
suggested that there were groups of late starters for which Moffit‟s (1993) dual taxonomy failed 
to account.  Without the ability to capture desistance, an „adolescent-limited‟ group could not be 
identified, and, therefore, the existence of such a group could not be supported or refuted.  The 
data from the Courtenay / Comox dataset offered some support for this explanation, suggesting 
that the aggregate curve may be partially the result of different types of offenders, but other 
explanations are necessary to account for those offenders who begin their criminal careers late in 
life. 
 The results from this study also require further longitudinal data in order to answer 
questions about the influence of age of onset and desistance on age-distributions.  It is the nature 
of cross-sectional data that the role of final desistance is difficult to judge.  The current data 
cannot offer indications as to which offenders have committed their last crime, and which will 
persist in their offending.  Also, those former offenders who have desisted from crime cannot be 
included into the analysis of criminal activity, since they had no way to be included the „active‟ 
criminal population.  The inability to include desistance greatly limited the ability to analyze past 
criminal history data to address questions of individual crime rates and the effects of age of onset 
on future criminality. 
 The current data was inconclusive as to whether or not individual rates of crime reflected 
the general pattern of the aggregate age-crime curve. It is also beyond the scope of this research 
to assess many of the alternative explanations for the relationship between age and crime.  
However, overall, the findings supported the contention that factors other than a direct causal 
relationship accounted for the age-distribution of criminal involvements.  The age-distribution of 
prevalence rates alone did not provide enough evidence to support the claim of such a 
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relationship.  The conclusion that other factors must play an important role was based primarily 
on three findings from the analysis of the Courtenay /Comox dataset.  The first, as was discussed 
previously, was that the majority of offenders in the criminal population had never been 
convicted in the past.  A first conviction for those individuals who were already in the later 
stages of their lives would create individual-level crime curves that contrast sharply with 
traditional age-crime curve.  If the proposed age-crime relationship did not hold true for such a 
large portion of the criminal population, there were likely other factors that explained why the 
general trend was so common to the remainder of offenders. 
 The second finding that refutes the causal relationship between age and crime was the 
difference in the shape of age-crime distribution between males and females.  Invariance across 
gender was one factor that supported Hirschi and Gottfredson‟s (1983) position in their past 
research.  The current data for female offenders exhibited an earlier peak than the male curve.  
The female curves showed much higher offending in the 30‟s and 40 than in the 20s, which also 
differed considerably from the data for males.  Since aging affects both males and females, there 
must be some differences that coincided with the aging process that explained the differences.  
Whether those factors were social, psychological, physical, or otherwise, a direct relationship to 
age alone does not appear to provide an adequate explanation for the age-distributions of both 
males and females.  
 Finally, the third point returns to the finding that the age-distribution of criminal 
involvements appeared to be shifting toward older offenders.  The more pronounced shift in 
actual criminal involvements may be primarily due to the aging of the Canadian population, but 
the smaller shift in the standardized age-crime curve was likely the result of other factors.  A 
shift in the age-crime curve, even if only a change in the peak by a few years, demonstrated that 
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differences of time or jurisdiction could affect the relationship between age and crime.  Such a 
determination not only has important policy implications, but it also emphasizes that further 
study on the issue of age and crime is warranted, specifically to determine why age trends 
generally show such consistency and what accounts for the exceptions.   
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS 
 Research on the relationship between age and crime remains important to criminology.  
Research has consistently shown that individuals between age 16 and 24 have had higher rates of 
offending per capita than other age groups (Hirschi & Gottfredson, 1983).  However, despite 
consensus that this trend has been and will remain relatively stable over time, research has 
demonstrated that the age-crime curve is not invariant, and it is plausible that current age-crime 
distributions may differ from those typically witnessed in the past.  Perhaps the strongest 
evidence of the potential for the age-crime curve to shift away from the traditional youth-
concentrated peak was from Japan, where substantial reductions in homicide rates were 
accounted for almost entirely by large decreases in offending by men in their 20s (Hiraiwa-
Hasegawa, 2005).  Data from the current study showed some indications that age groups above 
the 16 to 24 „high crime prone‟ age range may be responsible for more crime than they are 
commonly believed.  Offenders age 25 and over made up nearly 60% of the criminal population, 
and there was a greater probability that criminal involvement in this particular community 
involved someone older than 24 than 24 or under.  This finding was especially true for certain 
crime types and for female offenders. 
 Despite the accumulation of evidence suggesting that there might be an increasing role in 
criminality played by older offenders, criminal involvement continues to largely attract younger 
males more than any other age-group for both genders.  However, since younger offenders tend 
to commit crimes in groups, the levels of criminal involvement of young offenders may not 
reflect an equally high level of responsibility for the number of crimes committed within a 
community.  Moreover, in terms of policy implications, the over-representation of young people 
in crime may not be as important as understanding that a substantial amount of criminal 
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involvement is committed by offenders who have aged beyond the typical „crime prone‟ years, 
since this finding contradicts the enduring focus on young offenders.  This may increasingly be 
the case in jurisdictions experiencing population aging and decreases in the proportion of youth.  
More research revisiting the issue of age and crime is required, preferably with a focus on 
contemporary criminal populations from a wider variety of locations and cultures.  If other 
jurisdictions exhibit similar age-crime distributions to the population under study here, there may 
be a need for criminal justice responses to recognize that just as crime is a young man‟s game, it 
may increasingly become a game shared by those in middle age. 
 In examining the criminal populations of other jurisdictions, it is necessary to explore 
how these different criminal justice practices influence both aggregate and individual level age-
crime distributions.  Comparisons of criminal populations between jurisdictions with different 
laws, police practices, and trends in sentencing can provide a better understanding of how the 
actions of policy makers and criminal justice agents can shape the criminal population.  
Additionally, differences between jurisdictions may play a role in the size and age composition 
of the „dark offender‟ population.  Studying the effects of jurisdictional criminal justice practices 
on criminal populations could provide important insight into this challenging research area. 
 To date, the understanding of the age-crime relationship has overwhelmingly been one of 
quantity, generally in terms of official measures of criminal involvement.  It is important to 
continue to examine the age-crime relationship in order to decipher the meaning behind age-
crime distributions and draw further insights into the study of criminal behaviour.  Although the 
results presented in this paper do not support the concept of an invariant causal relationship 
between age and crime, more research is needed to explore the many alternative explanations.  
One finding requiring explanation is the high proportions of offenders at all ages who appeared 
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to be first time offenders.  Based on the analysis of age of onset, having a first conviction later in 
life appeared to be uncommon in the Courtenay / Comox criminal population.  However, of 
those offenders associated to current crime events, more than half over age 30 had not yet been 
previously convicted and appeared to be first-time offenders.  Are these offenders defying the 
common trend of age and crime, or has their past criminal offending simply gone undiscovered? 
 Similarly, a research focus on how different factors affect males and females might 
contribute to understanding why some jurisdictions exhibit invariance between the age-
distributions of crime by gender, while others show distinctions.  Perhaps the variables that 
explain why the age-distribution of offending differs by gender could offer insight into why 
males of almost all ages exhibit higher levels of offending than females.  There are a number of 
variables that could potentially be explored, including environmental factors, physical attributes, 
psychological characteristics, and social processes.  Including these variables in a research 
design presents considerable challenges, but the ability to assess the various explanations for the 
age-crime relationship is important for both the study of crime and the creation of effective 
criminal justice policy. 
 Along with a focus on age distributions of criminal activity, the emphasis of future 
research should be placed on differences in quality of offending by age.  Understanding how co-
offending, mentorship, escalation, types of crime, and crime specialization change with age can 
offer an even better understanding of the age-crime relationship.  Furthermore, the implications 
for criminal justice policy are substantial.  If the relationship between age and crime is more than 
simply one of numbers, policies should reflect that reality. 
 For all the areas of research on the topic of age and crime, research designs that look at 
both cross-sectional and longitudinal data are important.  Cross-sectional designs are important 
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to ensure that the understanding of criminal populations remains current, provide information on 
who is responsible for the volume of crime, and include the criminal behaviour of contemporary 
youth and young adults.  Longitudinal research, though challenging, presents researchers with 
opportunities to explore age-related phenomena that are beyond the scope of cross-sectional 
designs.  Since many explanations for the observable relationship between age and crime require 
measures of both current aggregate and historical individual-level age-distributions of crime, a 
full understanding cannot be achieved without input from both sources. 
 Finally, it is important to follow up and expand upon the findings from this study.  The 
relationship between age and crime in British Columbia, as elsewhere, remains complex and 
unresolved.  The conclusions based on the data from the criminal population of Courtenay / 
Comox cannot be generalized to other populations without caution.  The concept of crime as a 
young man‟s game is in need of modification, not only because it neglects the considerable role 
played by older offenders, but also because it has the potential to infer that the question of age 
and crime has been answered definitively.  The evidence of a shift away from the conventional 
age-crime curve is perhaps not as striking as anticipated, but it is conceivable that British 
Columbia, or at least parts of the province, have either experienced an age-shift in the criminal 
population toward older offenders, is in the process of such a shift, or exhibits unique 
characteristics that promote or enable the involvement of older offenders in criminal activity.  
However, further exploration is required to determine if any or all of these possibilities can 
explain the crime trends observed from the study of Courtenay / Comox‟s criminal population 
over a one-year period.
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